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ANDRE FRENAUD 


MENERBES 


Pour honorer une odeur de fumée 
soudainement remontée d’entre les pierres 

È une odeur de sarment venue des cheminées 

_ d’une enfance lointaine loin d'ici 

sur ce bateau où javance bâti sur la pierre ferme 

| en pierre ouvragée ile de pierre dans lazur 

| qui appareille par le grand vent immobile 

| pour faire apparaître notre pays d’ici 

| notre unique pays au profond de la terre 


a 


it 

Village aucune fois rencontré ausitót natal 

| parole sage accueil entrevu 

_ d’un dimanche perpétuel au pas des portes 

. La longue route lentement encoquillée 

| poursuit autour de l’olivier inattentif 

- Mamelons imprévus cirques dépassés 

_ socle sans fin de muettes pour s’elever jusqu’ou 

- La-haut Paigle lubéron tourne dans [aire immense 
| Un cèdre au sommet s’approche du précipice 


Jai pénétré dans la patrie je la cherche ici 
Lorsque le car s’est arrêté près des lauriers-roses 

_ devant la noblesse de la maison humble d’autrefois 
Oh Py vais accéder J'arrive au centre enfin 

_ J’avance encore J'écoute J'entends 


ie 11 


ig 


Je open ene des chevaux Thanos lapa 
montagne 
lans la chaleur qui monte et embrume 


L’absinthe et l’acacia auprès des cintres 
_ Le sang blanc du sureau ses fruits noirs 
= | que máchonnait l’enfant écervelé 
La cage aux tourterelles sur les remparts 
Les caves entaillées dans Pépais du rocher 
On monte et Pon descend on monte La beauté change de visage 
pour mieux tourner ses racines au tréfonds de Páme 
Chauve et tachetée la montagne tout alentour 
sincline et se redresse immobile 
faisant surgir les villages comme des blasons 
Sous le soleil qui trace une grande roue le paysage 
_entrecroise ses rondes coupées d'ombre 


Voix inventive accord juste auquel je m’abandonne 
La rumeur me remplit Le château est à portée 

_ Les chemins me conduisent peut-être Je suis en route 
attiré toujours plus avant par les forces qui gravitent 
pour recomposer et pour dissocier 
ébranlant toute la terre à partir de ce tertre ancien 
depuis les parcelles tendrement râtissées sur les terrasses 
jusqu'aux fouillis obscurs où les serpents vont sans peur 


_Machinerie toujours en marche où le passé 
| se porte à ma rencontre 
_ de rue en ruelle quand je monte au sommet 
| Plénitude venue des vieux temps... o ravagée 
Le presbytère est défoncé par les figuiers 
les voûtes effondrées par le soleil 
Es débris des créneaux exaussent l’entassement des pierres 
Monuments herbeux debonnaires splendeurs dévorées 
puits bouchés eaux perdues mais Peau vive coule encore 
et le vin pur est sur la table le raisin 
largesse de l’homme pauvre qui demeure 


Ai 


Prison hautainement réservée pour le plaisir 
une retraite précieuse est appendue à l’abîme 
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SARCA 
POEMES 


Sous les voussures ornementées des trois rondes fenétres 
un scorpion réde entre les lierres 
sade et secret cherchant à qui faire mal 


Qui hanta ténébreux cette haute demeure 
pour fixer d'un oeil d’aigle vide le soleil 
Tournesol en cent journées d’un sanglant delire 


Le paysan fait la sieste et le serpent dort 
Le boulanger joue aux cartes avec des amis 
Murs et tours escaliers roues des chars 
le soleil de l’après-midi a composé 

le déroulement d’un paisible maintien 


..Je suis au frais sous les tuiles creuses 
dans une salle voútée avec les beaux objets 
Cent diamants par les trous des portes 
emerveillent la pénombre où je réve 


Je révais Jinventais les chemins Je suis debout je rêve 
Je prends par les plateaux Des sauterelles m’accompagnent 
| — fréle seigneurie cavalcade pâle parmi l’herbe — 
Dans la combe oubliée jentre dans la maison enfouie 
Je suis les rangs des vignes Je gravis les sentiers 
Dune colline à l’autre à travers la campagne 

au milieu du rassemblement des armées 

de rochers en marche — par la trouee — 

parmi les grands ossements de pierre les éboulis 
j'aperçois présente partout toujours nouvelle 

dans sa gloire cette ile qui m’entraine et qui se garde 


Je monte à nouveau vers le sommet Je ne sais pas 
si je m’eloigne ou si javance 

Je connais chaque detour maintenant et les marches 
le chat enfantin sur la galerie chaude 

Promesses... Des souvenirs déja... bien aimés 

En vain je m’emplis jinterroge 

et je ferme les yeux pour étre enfin comblé 

Qui me retient... Oh je ne puis forcer cet éclatant 
chéteau de pierre m’y trouver confondu 
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an Ta NM ipiraton énorme que je pressens — 
7 


werdit séparé 


es morts sont à la proue les morts anciens 
dessous les tombes abandonnées 
Leur songe nous gagne dans leur champ clos 
travers Pabsinthe les herbes folles 


out ce qui vit peut porter pierre soufflent les morts 
L’impossible aussi dont la citadelle ne défend pas 
l’ardeur à se perdre et la patience 
Rien ne comble jamais L'homme n’irradie pas 
Il faut aimer 
_ la beauté qui perdure et les hautes approches 


Lieu sacré où l’haleine de l’homme s’exhale 
pour nous inquiéter ou pour nous apaiser 
Je me détourne incertain je regarde lentement vivre 
ce pays hors d'atteinte où le monde résonne 
Sil est un secret c'est que le bonheur se tient sous la menace 
| comme la salamandre entre l’eau et le feu 

Cest que la beauté n’est pas durable 

l'homme ne sait pas répondre longtemps 
è la bienveillance qu’il appelle 
_ Déjà l’on enlève les tuiles des toits des maisons sabandonnent 
_ La laideur grimace aux boutiques tout le pays descend 
_ En vain nous touche ici la plus pure lumière 

_L'heure s’inscrit sur le cadran Ultima forsan elle dit 


„Oh n’ayez pas peur La mort permute aussi avec la vie 
et tout est bien 


Me dy 


Tout s'engouffre dans la roue pour activer ce qui viendra 
Rien n’est perdu le désespoir ni les vaines approches 
Ni la nuit ni la joie Tout séchappe et fait trace 
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dans le secret de la violente aspiration ci 


Ber i gie AOL A Ae ee aa 


LA La 


affleure autre et mouillé par la source \ be 


Etre où s’évanouira l’homme triomphal th 
quand interferent le ciel noir et la nuit apaisée 


Seule victoire Oscillant toujours hors de nos prises peut-étre 
Il n’importe 

Le temps qui tellement a mordu et mord j’y peux vivre Li 
si nous parvient dans l’odeur de fumée 

dans l'oreille éblouie par la cloche ancienne 
aujourd’hui un écho de [unique harmonie 


Je fais un dernier tour Je suis heureux Je revois tout 

Je longe les remparts la montagne m’environne 

Dans la plaine les travailleurs sont penchés sur les vignes 

Je suis les rues Je les connais Je vais de surprise en surprise 
Dans l’enclos près de l’église je m’attarde VE. 
je ramasse des amandes & 


_ Le berger monte le chemin i 


Le car arrive dans son petit tumulte y 
Je vois le chien perdu et les joueurs de cartes : 


_et sur la place vide que la vie abandonne 


je vais saluer encore une fois je regarde 4 
la déesse raison avec sa poitrine de sirène 

petite république dressée devant le palais municipal 
pour nous instruire d’une difficile dignité de vivre 
tout au long des déambulations dangereuses 


On part Va-t-on partir Nous ne sommes pas des étrangers 
On dit un mot en passant au menuisier au forgeron à 
De vieilles gens très gais font entrer dans les jardins di 
Les voyageurs ont droit encore au dernier verre 


C'est la tombée du jour Le ciel a déposé un moment 
son bleu päle sur les pierres du cimetière — les contreforts 
font une ombre presque verte sur l’église qui rosit — 

Et voici que toutes les couleurs s’eteignent La nuit 

Et ce sera la nouvelle journée Ici ailleurs 

tout recommence 
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a u y à sr A 
s nous tenons par la main sur ce bateau 
pierres et d'azur et de figuiers 


LA MAISON EN RE 


a Anne Clancier 


Le clapotis viendra-t-il jusqu'a la fenétre 
apporté par le sable et les immortelles, 
accouru du lointain ténébreux? 


Béguinage de pécheurs au détour des chemins dormants, 
maisons menues, bonnes gens, le poids léger du nuage — 
sur la rose trémiére au pas des portes. 

L’amour du monde est facile, est gai dans ce village. 

La mer est douce a l’infini en cette journée. 

Regarde qui brillent les taches vertes et violettes, 

les faux marbres violents de la mer 

sur les bords pour te plaire. | 
Sous les festons de dentelle bruissante qui s’approchent, | 
se déploient, se déroulent: 4 
fruits de l'eau, bois rongé, carapaces, méduses, 

réjouis-toi bien avec les petits hochets de la mer 

qui s’egoutte, qui s’en va. 

Sur Pimmensité dessaisie des enfants jouent. 

La campagne tremblant de lumière pâle s’eclaire 

et nul n'épuise au long du parcours bocager l’accueil 

des volets verts sur les maisons blanchies. 

Bonheur pareil auprès de l’ormeau. Dans la chambre 
remue l’ombre de Parbre avec le soleil. 

Répit dans la coutume de la maison modeste, 

sous les solives, au bruit du loquet, répit 

avant les traversées, la tempête, Pécueil fatal. 
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| SILENCE EN BOURGOGNE | 


Le treillis tendre des peupliers, les hauts murs 
où se cache minutieux le temps pépiniériste, 
les collines très loin de l’ancien chéteau, 

les communaux objets de litige, le charron 
sest rompu un membre il tourne ae 
lent autour des roues jaunes, 
a la charrue, le coq prés du pressoir, 

l’étang au-dessous des tuiles vernissées 

tremblantes dans l’eau parmi les feuilles ne 
et sur la haie les vignes, le chardonneret. 

Bonheur rouge des vignes en automne. 

_ On a rentré le sulfate de cuivre, les hottes. 

4 En hiver tout est clair et se délimite. 

Repit, repit. Les chansons chauffent les grandes salles. 


3 CANAUX DE MILAN 


iy AQUARELLE 
a Pour Elio et Ginetta 


| Gentil dimanche quotidien au bord de l’eau 
- d'un ancien quartier encore émergeant 
ile de calme si loin de toi Milan 

| parmi ta clameur 

È 


} Naviglio grande ou de larges dalles 
 longent l’eau limoneuse 


. le goudron flottant jusqu’auprés de San Gottardo 
. Eau douce oubliée par le temps et les édiles 
négoce amoindri navires 
| porteurs de sable gris et de pierres 


Le pavement menu les lavandières qui frappent fort 
. le battement léger du linge parmi l’air pâle 
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les gamins qui se poursuivent sur l’eau sale 
mme des enfants-dieux 


Débonnaire dans les jardins la trattoria 

avec le jeu de boules et les petits musiciens sous la treille. 
la table aux pieds épais le vin rouge dans les gros verres 
| les persiennes au-dessus de la galerie les lauriers 


a lumière et lombre également enjouées 
sur le balcon strict où s'accroche 
le soleil jaune au soir et disparaît 


Ticinese Ticinese Tous les chinois travaillent 
ujourd hui dans les bureaux 
ls détruiront tout Ettore Mezzo Le néon 
_ anéantira la clarté antique de l’huile 
Et les autocars vrombiront sur Pautostrade 
où fut autrefois le flot de l’eau étale coulant 
pour la simple gaîté devant ses maisons 
du petit peuple travailleur 


LE TURC A VENISE 


Dans le numéro XIX de Botteghe Oscure, par suite dune. — 
erreur de pagination, une partie du poème d'André Frénaud' 
Le Turc à VENISE a été omise. En nous excusant auprès de | 

_ l’auteur et de nos lecteurs nous publions ci-dessous cette partie. 


du poème qui doit prendre place dans le texte publié dans le | 
numéro XIX, page 20, entre: 


Songerait-il à pénétrer un secret? 


Derrière la façade précieuse d'un palais jamais vu, 


Que va-t-il apparaître où s’édifie l'incroyable? 
Un sang profond irrigue la cité, la soutient. 
La scène ne s'enfonce pas encore. 
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s s’incrustent sur les. ce comme gi nuit 
th les boutiques, de ruelle en ruelle 
détour à la fin s’est élargi 
‚un vaste campo dere: 


L l'homme qui porte un jugement et celui qui montre des 
_ étoffes À 
sont en place dans le cortége en marche par la ville. 
[u long des canaux qui tournent le spectable s’enrichit 
au plus désert campiello de la bonhomie dun chat maigre M Be 
ou d’une frise de pigeons sur une corniche. 


La bordure blanche a l’entour des fenétres 

comme sur la lingerie fine, les demi-cercles en fronton 
vec les ogives et les chemises étendues, 

| tout est mesuré dans les rectangles des assises aux faites. 

Le pavement décoré sur les parvis monumentaux 

dirige les parcours. 


Quel pouvoir oriente le voyageur, où va-t-il? 

Ce chemin irait-il mieux qu’un autre? 

De grands apôtres blancs se dressent entre les toits. 

_ Qu’annoncent-ils en criant si fort qu’ils vont tomber? 


GEORGES BATAILLE 


LE PUR BONHEUR 


SUICIDE 


Le pur bonheur est dans l’instant, mais de l’instant pré- 
sent la douleur m’a chassé, dans l’attente de l’instant a venir, 
où ma douleur sera calmée. Si la douleur ne me séparait de 
l’instant présent, le « pur bonheur » serait en moi. Mais a 
present, je parle. En moi, le langage est l’effet de la douleur, 
du besoin qui m’attelle au travail. 


Je veux, je dois parler de mon bonheur: de ce fait un 
malheur insaisissable entre en moi: ce langage — que je parle 
— est a la recherche d'un futur, il lutte contre la douleur —- 
füt-elle infime — qu’est en moi le besoin de parler du bonheur. 
Jamais le langage n’a pour objet le pur bonheur. Le langage 
a l’action pour objet, l’action dont la fin est de retrouver le 
bonheur perdu, mais elle ne peut l’atteindre elle-même. 
Puisqu’heureux, je n’agirais plus. 


Le pur bonheur est négation de la douleur, de toute 
douleur, füt-ce de l’appréhension de la douleur, il est néga- 
tion du langage. 


C'est, au sens le plus insensé, la poésie. Le langage entété 
dans un refus, qu'est la poésie, se retourne sur lui-méme (con- 
tre lui-méme): c'est Panalogue d'un suicide. 
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LE PUR BONHEUR 


Ce suicide n’atteint pas le corps: il ruine l’activité effica- 


ce, il y substitue la vision. — 


Il y substitue la vision de l’instant present, détachant 
l'être du souci de ceux qui suivront. Comme si la suite des 


_ instants était morte, qui ordonne la perspective du travail 


(des actes dont l’attente change en subordonné l’ètre souverain, 


_ qu’éclaire le soleil de l’« instant présent »). 


Le suicide du langage est un pari. Si je parle, j’obéis au 
besoin de sortir de l’instant present. Mais mon suicide annonce 
le saut dans lequel est jeté l’être libéré de ses besoins. Le pari 
demandait le saut: le saut que le pari prolonge en un langage 
inexistant, dans le langage des morts, de ceux que le bonheur 
ravage, que le bonheur anéantit. 


INSOMNIE 


Travailler pour vivre! Je m’épuise dans l’effort et j'ai soif 
de repos. Alors il n'est plus temps de dire: vivre est se reposer. 
Je suis alors embarrassé par une vérité décevante: vivre serait- 
il pensable autrement que sous la forme du travail? La poésie 
elle-méme est un travail. Je ne puis me consumer comme une 
lampe, qui éclaire, et jamais ne calcule. Il me faut produire 
et je ne puis me reposer que me donnant le sentiment de 
m’accroitre en produisant. Je dois pour cela réparer mes forces, 
en accumuler de nouvelles. Le désordre érotique est lui-méme 
un mouvement d’acquisition. Me dire que la fin de l’activité 
est la libre consumation-(la consumation sans réserve de la 
lampe), au contraire, me donne le sentiment d'un intolérable 
abandon, d'une démission. 

Pourtant, si je veux vivre, il me faut d'abord me nier, 
m’oublier... 

Je reste la, désemparé, comme un cheval fidele, dont le 
maitre a vidé les arcons. 


Le soir, 4 bout de souffle, j’aspire 4 me détendre, et je 
dois me leurrer de quelques possibilités attrayantes! Lire un 


livre, que sais-je? Je ne puis jouir de ma vie (de l’enchaîne- 
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ment en perspective en vue duquel je me suis fatigué) 
me donner un nouveau but, qui me fatigue encore. 


Ecrire: même, à l’instant, que j'ai préféré me démettre... 
Plutôt que de répondre aux nécessités de ma vie... Ecrire — 


— 


A 


afin de me démettre — est encore un nouveau travail! Ecrire, © 


penser, jamais ne sont le contraire d'un travail. Vivre sans 
agir est impensable. De même, je ne puis me représenter que 
je dors, je ne puis me représenter que je suis mort. 


E | 


J'ai voulu réfléchir à l’extrême sur une sorte d’embarras, —. 


dont jamais je ne suis sorti, dont jamais je ne sortirai. 

Depuis longtemps, si s’imposait à moi un effort qui m'épui- 
sait, lorsqu'a la suite d'une longue attente J'aboutissais — et. 
que je jouissais des résultats — rien, à ma surprise, ne s’of- | 
frait, qui me donnät la satisfaction escomptée. Le repos présa- i 
geait l’ennui, la lecture était un effort. Je ne voulais pas me - 
distraire, je voulais ce que j'attendais, qui, l’effort achevé, 
l'aurait justifié. 


Que faire enfin, quand j'étais délivré? 

Mourir? Mais non. 

Il aurait fallu que, d'elle-méme, la mort survint. Que déjà _ 
la mort fut en moi, sans que je dusse travailler à l’introduire. 
Tout m’échappait et m’ouvrait à l’insignifiance. 


Ecrire ce qui précède... ? 

Pleurer...? 

Oublier 4 mesure que montait un sanglot... Oublier tout, 
jusqu’a ce sanglot qui montait. 

Etre un autre à la fin, un autre que moi. Non celui qui, 
maintenant, me lit, auquel je donne un sentiment pénible. - 
Plutôt le premier venu de ceux qui m’ignorent, si l’on veut 


. 9 . . . y 
le facteur qui s'avance, qui sonne, qui fait, dans mon coeur, | 
résonner la violence de la sonnette. 


Comme il est parfois difficile de s’endormir! Je me dis: — 
je m’endors enfin. Le sentiment de m'endormir m'échappe. 
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LE PUR BONHEUR 


| Sil m’échappe, en effet, je m’endors. Mais s’il subsiste...? Je 


oo 


. 9 . 3 . . . . . . 
ne puis m’endormir et je dois me dire: le sentiment que j'avais 
m'a trompé. 


Nulle difference entre l’authenticité de l’&tre et rien. Mais 
rien? L’expérience en est possible à partir de quelque chose, 
que je supprime par la pensée. De méme, je ne puis parvenir 
a Vexpérience de «ce qui n’arrive pas», sinon a partir de 
« ce qui arrive ». Il faut, pour accéder á « ce qui n’arrive pas », 
arriver, comme un être isolé, séparé, comme un être «qui 
arrive ». 


Pourtant, «ce qui n’arrive pas» seul est le sens — ou 
absence de sens — de mon arrivée. Je l’éprouve si je veux 
m/’arréter, me reposer et jouir du résultat cherché. Incipit co- 
moedia! Tout un ministère des loisirs énonce par son travail 
— et son activité publie — un sentiment de mort, un senti- 
ment qui me désarme. Maïs un ministère des loisirs, avec ses 
couloirs, n’est qu’un détour pour éviter la simplicité du vin 
rouge, qui est, semble-t-il, redoutable. Le vin rouge, me dit-on, 
nous détruit. Comme si, de toute manière, il ne s’agissait pas 
de tuer le temps. 


Mais le vin rouge est le plus pauvre, c’est le moins coûteux 
des poisons. Son horreur justement s’attache à sa misère: c’est 
la poubelle du merveilleux. 


Pourtant? 

Toujours à la limite de trahir son inanité (il y suffit d’un 
déplacement des perspectives), ce dont je parle est merveilleux 
sans mensonge. 

Ce dont je parle n’est rien, c’est l’immensité de ce qui est, 
ce n’est rien, dont il soit possible de parler. 

Le langage ne désigne que les choses, seule la négation du 
langage ouvre à l’absence de limite de ce qui est, qui n’est rien. 


La seule limite du merveilleux tient à ceci: le merveilleux, 
fait de la transparence de « ce qui n’arrive pas » dans « ce qui 
arrive, » se dissout quand la mort, dont l’essence est donnée 
dans « ce qui n’arrive pas, » prend le sens de «ce qui arrive ». 
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La méme angoisse que tous les soirs. Inerte 


comme l’est le poisson sur le sable, me disant que le temp: 


qui m’échoit, qui ne m’apporte rien, ne me sert de rien. J 
i . . ta . DI . DI . . eye LA 9. 
ne sais où j'en suis. Réduit à dire, à sentir l’inutilité d’une vie 


dont l'utilité m'a déçu. 


. i . . "9 . J 3 
Bizarre besogne de l’insomnie: ces phrases dont j'ai per- 

. . mn . 9 . x 

du, sinon l’ordonnance, la raison, que peut-être je n avais pas, 


de les écrire. Ma raison serait-elle une recherche littéraire? 


Cependant je ne puis me représenter la possibilité de ne pas 


les avoir écrites. J'ai le sentiment d’écrire avant tout pour sa- 
_ voir, pour découvrir, au coeur de mon insomnie, ce que je puis, 
| et que je dois faire. Je m’égare attendant l’effet du somnifère. 


LA VIOLENCE EXCEDANT LA RAISON 


J'ai toujours été gene pour élaborer ma pensée. En aucun | 


temps, je n’ai travaillé avec la régularité que le travail me de- - 
mandait. Je n’ai lu qu’une faible partie de ce que j’aurais dû, | 
et jamais je n’ai ordonné en moi l’acquisition des connaissan- 
ces. En conséquence j’aurais dû renoncer à parler. J’aurais dù 
reconnaitre mon impuissance et me taire. 


Mais je n’ai jamais voulu me résigner: je me disais que 
cette difficulté me retardait, mais qu’en échange, elle me dé. 
signait. Dans des moments de calme, je pensais n'étre pas 
moins capable qu’un autre. Je connaissais bien peu d’esprits 
qui l’emportassent sur moi par un pouvoir de réflexion cohé- 
rente. Encore avais-je la possibilité de mesurer leur infériorité 
sur un point donné. J’admets aujourd’hui que je pouvais riva- 


 liser avec eux, même si j’avais une aptitude moindre à l’ana- 
_ lyse. Cette faiblesse elle-même se liait, comme mon travail irré- 


gulier, à la violence qui, de quelque fagon, ne cessait pas de 
m’énerver, de me faire à tout moment perdre pied. 


9 ® . . . 
Je ne m'en assurais que tardivement. Cette violence, qui 
me débordait, me donnait cet avantage, auquel je ne devais pas 
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renoncer. Je ne doute plus maintenant qu’en me diminuant, la 
| violence me donnait ce qui manque à d'autres, ce qui m'a fait 


apercevoir impasse, dans laquelle la pensée paralysée se limi- 


| te et, se limitant, ne peut embrasser l’étendue de ce qui la 


meut. Etant en nous ce qui paralyse la violence, la pensée ne 
peut refléter entierement ce qui est, puisque la violence est 
dans son principe ce qui s’opposa au développement de la 
pensée. J’entends que la violence s’accorde à l’animalité, dans 
laquelle la conscience, en quelque manière ficelée, ne peut 
avoir d’autonomie. Mais déficelée du fait qu’elle excluait, et 
qu’elle tabouait la violence, en contrepartie elle s’interdisait de 
saisir le sens de ce qu’elle excluait. Le résultat le plus voyant en 
est l’inexactitude, essentiellement, le caractère incomplet de la 
connaissance de soi. Cela se voit dans la déformation, dans 
l'esprit de Freud, de la notion de libido. Suppression d'une 
excitation, dit Freud, s’il définit le plaisir sensuel. A cette 
définition négative, je ne puis directement opposer le parti 
pris de la violence, qui ne peut se résoudre en pensée. Mais, 
par chance, il put arriver que la violence s’imposät sans dé- 
ranger entierement le mouvement d’une pensee methodique: 
alors la deformation donnee dans les conditions communes est 
mise en lumière; le plaisir est lie chez l’animal à l’excessive 
dépense de l’énergie — ou de la violence; chez l’homme à la 
transgression de la loi — qui s’oppose a la violence et lui im- 
pose quelques barriéres. Mais ceci n’atteint pas le sommet de 
la réflexion, où la violence devient elle-mème objet (interdit, 
saisi malgré l’interdiction) de la pensée, et se donne a la fin 
comme seule réponse à l’interrogation fondamentale impli- 
quée dans le développement de la pensée: la réponse ne 
pouvant parvenir que du dehors, de ce que, pour étre, la pensée 
devait exclure. 


0] 


La réponse n’est pas nouvelle. Dieu n'est-il pas une expres- 
sion de la violence donnée en réponse? Mais donné en réponse, 
le divin était transposé sur le plan de la pensée: la violence 
divine, telle que la réduisit le discours théologique, se limita 
dans la morale, sa paralysie virtuelle. (Revenant au dieu ani- 
mal, nous retrouvons son incomparable pureté, sa violence au 


dessus des lois). 
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Hegel impliquant la violence dans la dialectique tente 
d’accéder subtilement à l’équivalence de la violence et de la 
pensée, mais il ouvre ainsi le dernier chapitre: rien ne peut — 
faire, que, l’histoire achevée, la pensée ne parvienne au point 


mort où, devant la réponse immuable qu’elle se donne, la ti- | 


| rant d’elle-même, elle en saisit l’équivalence avec le silence 
_ dernier, qui est le propre de la violence. 
Hegel, à ce point, manqua de la force sans laquelle l’im- … 


plication de sa pensée n’eut pas, au grand jour, le développe- 
ment qu’elle appelait. 


Le silence est la violation illimitée de l’interdit que la 


raison de l’homme oppose à la violence: c’est la divinité sans _ 
frein, que seule la pensée dégagea de la contingence des mythes. | 


Je ne suis pas le seul auquel la nécessité de ruiner les 
effets du travail se révéla, mais le seul qui, l’apercevant, ait 
crié. Le silence sans cri, qui jamais ne réduit le ressassement 
sans issue du langage, n’est pas l’équivalence de la poésie. La 
poésie elle-même ne réduit rien, mais elle accède. 

Elle accède au sommet. Du haut du sommet, tant de choses 
se dérobent et personne n’y voit. Il n’y a plus rien. 


LA «MESURE », SANS LAQUELLE LA « DEMESURE » NE SERAIT 
PAS, OU LA « DEMESURE » FIN DE LA « MESURE » 


ta 


2 


£ 


a 


Je dis que le domaine de la violence est celui de la reli- i 


- 3 Le qu i 
gion (non de l’organisation religieuse, mais — supposons les 


choses tranchées — de la vision intense qui répond, ou peut 
répondre, au nom de religion); j’ajoute que le domaine de la + 


3 o RR È i Mg 
Raison embrasse l’organisation nécessaire en vue de l’efficacité 


commune: je crois pouvoir être entendu. Sans doute, l’équivo- | 
que est continuelle entre la violence religieuse et celle de l’ac- | 


tion politique (mais en deux sens: toujours la politique, à la 


recherche de l’utile, a pesé sur la religion). La violence à la- | 


quelle j’aspire, devant laquelle je vis, est une fin. Etant fin, 
elle est exclusive du calcul, qui est le propre des moyens. 
La pleine violence ne peut étre le moyen d’aucune fin a laquel- 
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le elle serait soumise (1). Cette formule limite en même temps 


le pouvoir de la Raison. A moins de déroger, la Violence est fin 
et jamais ne peut être moyen. Jamais la Raison n'est, elle, 
autre qu'un moyen, mais c'est elle qui décide de la fin et des 

moyens. Elle peut arbitrairement se donner pour fin: elle re- 
fuse alors la vérité qu'elle définit. Elle est Raison dans la me- 
sure où elle est l’exclusion, où elle est la limite de la Violence 
(qu’elle distingue par définition de l’usage raisonné de la 
violence). 


Devant la Violence aveugle, que limite la lucidité de la 
Raison, la Raison seule sait qu’elle a le pouvoir de déifier ce 
qu’elle limite. Seule la Raison peut le définir comme sa 
fin. La limite qu’oppose à la Violence la Raison réserve —- 
provisoirement — la précarité des étres discontinus, mais elle 
désigne, au delà de cette précarité, à l’intérieur de laquelle 
règne sa loi; la continuité de l’étre où l’absence de limite est 
souveraine: l’absence de limite, la Violence excédant, quelle 
qu’elle soit, la limite concevable. 

Ce que la Raison n’avait d’abord ni défini ni limité limi- 


tait la Raison. La Violence ne pouvait elle-même ni se définir. 


ni se limiter. Mais la Raison, dans son attitude raisonnée vis- 
a-vis de la Violence, la parachève: elle porte a hauteur de Vio- 
lence la rectitude de la définition et de la limite. Ainsi a-t-elle 
seule, humainement, le pouvoir de désigner la Violence déme- 
_surée, ou la Démesure, qui, sans la mesure, ne serait pas. 


La Raison libère la Violence de la servitude, à elle impo- 
sée par ceux qui, contrairement à la Raison, l’assujettissent 
aux calculs de leur ambition raisonnée. Les hommes peuvent 
aller, doivent aller, jusqu’au bout de la Violence et de la Rai- 
son, dont la coexistence les définit. Il leur faut renoncer aux 


(1) La violence à laquelle je songe, n’ayant de sens qu’en elle-mème, 
indépendamment de ses effets (de son utilité), n’est pas forcément limitée 
au domaine « spirituel », mais elle peut l’être. Si elle ne Pest pas, cela 
ne peut avoir de conséquence, sinon immédiate. La seule conséquence 


immédiate d’une violence illimitée est la mort. — La violence réduite 
à un moyen est une fin au service d’un moyen — c’est un dieu devenu 
serviteur, privé de vérité divine: un moyen n’a de sens que la fin cher- 
chée, ce que sert le moyen doit ètre une fin: — dans le monde inversé, 


la servitude est infinie. 
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accords équivoques, inavouables, qui ont assuré, au hasard, 
servitude de la plupart, jusqu’a la servitude de « souverains 
 prétendus. 


La Raison, face à la violence, maîtresse de son domaine, 
laissant à la Violence l’inconséquence de ce qui est. Non le 
| possible, qu’elle organise, mais ce qui lâche au bout de tout 
Be mais l’impossible au bout de tout possible: la mort 
_ dans la vie humaine et dans l’univers la totalité. 


dI La Raison décèle, dans la série des possibilités qui lui ré- 
| pondent, l’ouverture à ce qu’elle n'est pas: dans la série des 
étres vivants, la reproduction (sexuelle ou asexuée) appelant 
la mort, et dans la mort, la Raison doublement trahie, puis- 
qu’elle est Raison d’étres qui meurent, et puisqu’elle embrasse 
une totalité qui appelle sa défaillance, qui veut la défaite de 
‘la Raison. 


La confidence glacée de la Raison: — Je n’etais qu’un jeu. 
Mais la Raison, murmure en moi: — ce qui, dans la Rai- 
son, survit de déraison ne peut étre un jeu. Je suis nécessaire! 
Je réponds pour elle: 
— La nécessité n’est-elle pas elle-mème, globalement, per- 
due dans l’immensité d'un jeu? 
. — Je désigne Dieu, me dit-elle, retrouvant sa fermeté. Moi 


seule ai pu le désigner, mais à la condition de me démettre, 
à la condition de mourir. 


Ensemble nous gravissons les degrés d’un échafaud... 
La RAISON: — Accédant à la vérité éternelle... 
Mor: — Aussi bien a l’absence éternelle de la verite. 


Dieu? Si l’on veut. Manquerais-je de le désigner? Qui plus 
est, avant tout, ma piété le désigne. Sur l’échafaud déjà san- 
glant, je le désigne. D’avance, mon sang crie vers lui, non com- 
me une vengeance. D’avance, mon sang se sait risible. Mon 
absence appelle aussi. Elle appelle Dieu: il est la plaisanterie 
des plaisanteries, la seule qui ait la force d'invoquer un cadavre 
pissant le sang, un cadavre de supplicié. 
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Me taire à force de rire... Ce n’est pas me taire, c’est rire. 


Je sais que seule ma piété rit assez longuement, que seule elle 


| rit jusqu’à la fin. 


a 


Rirais-je sans la Raison? Rirais-je de Dieu sans la Raison, 
qui se crut souveraine? Mais le domaine du rire s’ouvre a la 


| mort, Dieu le hante! La Raison, toutefois, en est la clé, sans 
a 


È 
& laquelle nous ne ririons pas (encore que rire fasse la nique 


… à la Raison). 


J’en viens au « rire de la Raison ». 

Si elle rit, la Raison tient pour raisonnable au sommet 
l’absence du respect que d’autres lui doivent. 

Le rire de la Raison se regarde dans un miroir: il se re- 
garde comme la mort. Ce qui l’oppose a Dieu lui échappe. 

Dieu se regarde dans la glace: il se prend pour le rire 
de la Raison. 


aa | 


Mais l’incommensurable, innommable, est seul entier, il 
est plus terrible, plus lointain que le rire de la Raison! 

Pourtant, pourrais-je enfin cesser de rire de ce rire de 
la Raison? 

Parce que Dieu... 

Dieu serait-il à la mesure de l’accident qui ouvre les corps, 
qui les noie dans le sang? à la mesure de ces douleurs dont 


chacune de nos viscères a la possibilité? 


Dieu est l’esprit d’un homme envisagé dans l’excès qui 


l’anéantit. Mais l’excès même est la donnée de l’esprit de l’hom- 
me. Cette donnée est concue par cet esprit, elle est congue dans 
ses limites. La somme de douleurs que détient un corps humain 
excéderait-elle l’excès que l’esprit conçoit? Je le crois. En théo- 
rie, l’esprit conçoit l’excès illimité. Mais de quelle façon? Je 
lui remémore un excès qu’il n’est pas de taille a concevoir. 


La Folie méme ne saurait briser le rire de la Raison. Le 
fou est raisonnable, il l’est à contretemps, mais s’il était abso- 
lument déraisonnable, il serait raisonnable encore. Sa raison a 
sombré, égarée par des survivances de la Raison. La Raison 
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5 ule accède è à ce rire vertigineux, ar échapperait si elle 


4 La réflexion de Dieu sur lui-même ne peut se traduire en 
| théologie qu’à supposer Dieu privé d'une partie du secours de 


la Raison. Je ne dis pas que la théologie chrétienne est eriti à 


| NL (peut-être ne l’est-elle pas dans son intention lointaine). — 


Mais en elle s’est inscrit le dialogue d’une Raison réduite et | 


d’une Violence réduite. 


Si le rapport de la Violence et de la Raison mène au pacte 
le ie conforme aux intéréts d’une Violence réduite, tels que 
_ la Raison les conçoit (je songe au calcul d’ambitions prete 


dues souveraines, asservies à l’acquisition du pouvoir), la pic 3 


Violence demeure irréductible, elle se tait. Si les parties ne 


sont pas représentées par des formes abátardies, par des hy 


- brides, le dialogue n’a pas lieu. 


J’ai dà moi-méme feindre un dialogue et pour le faire 
jimaginais des faux-semblants. 


J'ai parlé dans la mesure où je tremblais! Mais mon trem- | 


blement me dérobait. Que puis-je dire s’il est vrai que, sans 
terreur, je n’aurais rien su et que, terrifié, toute choses m’é- 
chappaient. De toute fagon, ce qui motiva mon état m’excé- 
dait: c’est pourquoi j’en puis rire, de ce rire qui sans doute 
est tremblement. 


i 
E 
E 
| 
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a Roger Pi 
Temps primordiaux qui vous enorgue 
12 lissez de la nuit des pierres, la chale 
e en x 
i = d’un homme vous débusque. 


GISEMENTS 


be | I 
Dur supplice du silex! 


La nuit des temps nous flagelle 
AR de ses flammes sans brasier, 

q de ses secrets sans usage 

5 et notre orgueil capitule 

à jamais zébré de honte. 


La nuit des temps ce sarcasme,, 
e ce pavillon de détresse 

hissé dès que le silence 
arraisonne nos espoirs, 

q cette bouche toujours vierge 
4 et pourtant prostituée 

È puisque jamais un baiser 

n’en découvrit le printemps.. 


3 O douteuses litanies 
y pour le sacre de l’angoisse, 
‘à l’ombre d’un gibet vous lie 
à nos voix qui vous inventent!” 
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À ali at ET n 
| Nous cherchons et le lichen 

dit sa gloire sous nos pas, 

nous cherchons et nos problèmes 


un champ d’orties les blasonne. 


Sans merci, le jour nous offre 
les jeux de son horizon 

et sans cesse une caverne 
augmente d’un marécage 
l’espace de nos conquêtes. 


Dur jugement du silex! 


Au coeur de vingt millénaires 
une plante attend l’engrais 
qui chargera ses racines 
dune aurore inconcevable. 


Au coeur de vingt millénaires 
Une femme de rencontre 
improvise son amour, 

un homme y greffe son ombre 
et toujours le méme soir 
sortira de cette hate. 


Au coeur de vingt millénaires 
une hache tant de fois 

grande ouverte à la fureur 
des famines, cette hache 

nous hante comme un désert 
que des jonchées de squelettes 
illuminent de légendes. 


Au coeur de vingt millénaires 
la nuit des temps nous ranconne 
et notre orgueil capitule, 

plus soumis que le billon 
devant Péclair du ciseau: 
chaque forme une eau de source 
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en limite le tracé,  — EX 
en baptise le destin. Da 


II si 


Pour qui se croit libre et seul dans sa force, 

l'hiver improvise une immensité 

où claque l’orgueil de tout un dimanche 
car c’est la fraîcheur ie 
de l’oubli qu'il faut à qui se croit libre 

et seul dans sa force. 


Nous, par contre, serfs de notre visage i LA 
rien qu’un mince fil de sueur nous häle 

quand nous décidons presqu’a notre insu 
d’aller, un instant, au-delà du masque BR: 
sous lequel Lazare eut peur de son sang. 


Nous prions: les mots souillent notre voix 
comme des soudards une ville prise. 

Tels deux corps jetes sur un lit de passe Bi 
nos genoux ont froid a méme Ja dalle "4 
qu’on ensemença d’une foi hätive. È 


Nous allons: le temps a ponté de boue 0 
les matins chargés de nous accueillir. 2 
A quoi bon, partant, nos cris d'abordage? 08 
nous ne jouerons pas, d'une main fiévreuse, be. 


à mettre en lambeaux la moue d’une fille, 
nous n’entendrons pas rire au fond des docks 
les amants porteurs de nos mémes deuils. 


A qui se croit libre et seul dans sa force, 
les embruns revelent 

leur poids de soleil et comment l’ecume 
de poupe constelle 4 
la joie d’une absence. 


ECTS 


En qui se croit libre et seul dans sa force 
oh, quelles alliances! 


pu az De 
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Nous, par contre, chair de toute inquiétude 
les faux jours du monde 

nous griffent 

et nous domptent. 


Nous mangeons: nos doigts jettent sur les viandes 
des ombres de geôle. Un feu meurt au bord 

d’un regard ami. Quelle est cette faim 

que la ville cache à l'heure des foules? 


Nous cherchons: des mains détournent les rues 
de leurs vérités. Au nom de (humus 

des foréts grandissent 

où la ville apprend l’âge de ses pierres. 


On crie: est-ce la que chassent les loups? 


Mais qui se croit libre et seul dans sa force 
est-il sûr qu’un loup 
ne maraude pas non plus sur sa route? 


Il 


Que notre pain charpente à jamais ce mystère 
par quoi le petit jour s’incarne dans nos poings. 


Que notre pain rappelle à nos mains leur poids d’os: 
toute chaleur annonce 


l’apogée de la cendre. 


Notre pain, votre pain des gravats le couronnent 
car l’atteindre vaut bien des hauteurs de colère 
et qu’une femme geigne autrement qu’en ses noces 
et qu'un enfant sourie à sa mort printanière. 


Dis, mon frère, ta faim qui maconne mon coeur 
est-il une seule patrie 


capable comme elle 
d'élargir notre Histoire? 
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se quelle patric? 


La nétre, 


taillée depuis toujours dans un bond de félin? 


_ La nôtre, 


Elise délabrée aux ion jaunis? 


Arréte, mon frere, 
de jeter ton ombre 
aux trottoirs des villes 
comme l’assassin 

au premier fourré 
venu sa victime. 


O, mon frère, ta marche 

quand la sirène broie ce qui piétine en toi 
de mon poème, quand celui-ci se déchire 
aux cliquetis de ta musette! 


O toi courbé pour mieux surprendre ton visage 
dans ce que mon poème abandonne à l’asphalte, 
exige que notre pain 

tienne tête à mes énigmes. 


Ton passage la ville, 

déjà toute alanguie dans les draps de ses maîtres 
en suspecte la trame et tremble que ton front 
ride se fasse l’arme 

impitoyable de sa chute. 


Mon frère, 6 mon créneau, 

je te regarde ouvrir le froid comme une sape: 

ruse ou non, c'est toujours le mépris du vainqueur 
que le pointeau reçoit des flammes de ta hâte. 


Notre pain, notre pain tes refus le façonnent 
et la trace des siècles 

au fond de tes paroles 

notre désir de vivre 

à hauteur de l'amour 

la noie sous notre sang. 


ANDREE CHEDID 


A LA LISIERE 


Je ne sais où nous allons, 

Plus étranges que le mystére 
Entre le gris et Pétincelle 
Aimant la rose, aimant Pami 
Embourbés dans nos ruelles 
Semblables et lisses dans la mort. 


Je ne sais d’où nous venons, 

De quel séjour vers quelle poursuite 
Avec nos ongles avec nos ailes 

A la lisiére de nos deux vies 

Dessous nos toits, devers immense 
Entre nos murs et notre cri. 


1 


Mais nous allons et nous allons 
Vétus d'orgueil, vétus de nuit 
Comme si l'autre monde était le nótre. 


L'AUSTERE SAISON 


Quel ciel nous fait parfois semblables & des ombres? 
Quel goût d'un autre temps? 


Forêts originelles, lac aux sept profondeurs, 
Mers sans récompense, 


Vous ressemblez à laustère saison: 
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| Celle qui nous assaille lorsque le jour émigre, 
fi. Le jour que nous aimons et sans cesse rejetons. 


DU MEME PAS 


Un soir hors de la féte 

Tu m’as fait escorte, 

La vie nulle part ne s’acheve 
a Mais vient le temps des marées. 
À Le vent lasse les peines 
Demain souffle aux portes, 
Rien n’est jamais perdu 
De ce qui fut aimé. 


1 LE VISAGE TRIOMPHANT 


L'ombre se couche sur nos champs de mais 

i S’allonge dans nos puits annule nos maisons. 
La vie est trop nombreuse, la barque trop fragile 
Pour traverser seul les images et le temps. 


Parfois tu deviens fleuve où rien ne se reflète, 
Tu deviens sables étourdis par le vent, 

Sous l’étoile impassible ce passant qui chancelle, 
Ce chéne sans oiseau, cet oiseau sans allié. 

Tu revois tu revois les prairies qui saignent, 
Longue est la misère brèves sont nos cités, 

Les amours se dénouent le soleil reste le méme, 
Tu ne vois nulle part le bourreau terrassé. 


La vie est trop nombreuse, la barque trop fragile 
Pour traverser seul les images et le temps. 

Mais toujours on trouve une voix pour la sienne, 
Mais toujours on trouve un regard pour sa peine, 
Et je chante le visage triomphant. 
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— Déjà prête, Om Jamil!... Alors, c'est ce soir qu’il vient | 


En es-tu sûre? 

— J'ai sa lettre, rétorqua la vieille. « Ici... », et du plat 

de la main elle tapotait son corsage. 
_— Que Dieu t’entende! reprit Nejm. 

Calé à flanc de coteau le village d’Om Jamil, comme tant 
d’autres au Liban, embrasse d’un seul regard la Méditerrannée 
et l’orgueilleuse montagne tendue de neige. Un ciel très rond 
le couronne. La route d’asphalte, dont on peu suivre le dé- 
roulement familier jusqu’à la côte, serpente entre pins et 
oliviers, borde la terre rousse ou les vignes, côtoie un monti- 
cule, des maisons, une fontaine taillée dans le roc, pour 
s’engouffrer enfin dans la ville qui, de si haut, ressemble a 
une palme ouverte sur la mer. 

La pioche sur l’épaule Nejm s'éloignait. 

_ — Ecoute, dit la vieille tirant la lettre de sa cachette pour 
la lui montrer, et débitant soudain, sans lire, le contenu 


du message: «Ma chère Mère, dans la nuit du 31 décembre, - 


je monterai chez toi. Nous passerons la veillée ensemble. Ton 
fils affectueux. Jamil. » 

Elle savourait les derniers mots, s’attardant sur chaque 
syllabe. 

— Il faut que je me dépéche, coupa Nejm. Ce soir, si je 
tarde, Zekyeh et les enfants vont s’inquieter. A demain. 

Il partit en fredonnant. Un peu plus loin, il se retourna 
pour dire: 

— Heureuse veillée!... Salue Jamil pour moi. 

La vieille haussa les épaules: « Je sais bien ce qu'il pense », 
songea-t-elle. Il était pareil à tous les autres, tous 4 prétendre 
que son fils était un vaurien. «Il court les filles, il dilapide 
au jeu un argent mal acquis, il a honte de sa mére parce 
qu’elle n'est qu’une paysanne ». Voila ce qu’ils colportaient. 
Des calomnies! Elle savait, elle, ce que valait son fils. Ne le 
connaissait-elle pas mieux que quiconque? Ils crevaient tous 
d’envie parce qu’il était plus malin que n’importe lequel d’en- 
tre eux. 


Lui en vouloir de s'étre absenté durant plus de quatre 
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ans? Ne fallait-il pas, au contraire, le comprendre? Un homme 


qui fait des affaires a une autre vie qu’un simple habitant 
de village... «Des que je pourais, je viendrai.» écrivait-il 
. chaque fois. Il n’avait pas menti, puisque dans quelques heures 
il serait la. Malgré la distance, malgré les divertissements de 
. la ville — surtout un soir de fête — il serait là. Et ils veil- 
| leront ensemble. Tous seuls. Tous les deux. 

Demain, ils feront la tournée des voisins. Elle se voyait 
marchant a cóté de son fils; il était beau, immense, la dé- 


| passant au moins de trois têtes. Peut-être qu’elle lui tiendrait 


n 
2 


pe 


3 
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le bras? Elle Vimaginait, demain, avec un veston neuf, une 
pochette neuve, cette perle à la cravate qu’il arbore sur sa 
dernière photo. Ils frapperont aux portes, ensemble, pour 
souhaiter la fête à tout le monde; et les voisins verront bien 
que Jamil n’a pas honte de sa mère. 

— Un fils affectueux, murmura-t-elle se remémorant les 
termes de la lettre. 


Dans trois ou quatre riches maisons du voisinage on 
confiait à Om Jamil les travaux les-plus rudes. Elle raclait les 
dallages, lavait 4 grande eau terrasses et vérandahs, lessivait 
les draps, frottait les vitres immenses. Maigre et noueuse 
comme une racine, son endurance était illimitée. 

Des qu’ils rentraient de l’école les enfants se groupaient 
autour d’elle, allant jusqu’ä se déchausser pour apprendre a 
marcher — comme elle — d’un pas égal, sur un tapis ou sur 
un chemin caillouteux. Elle serrait ses cheveux dans un 
mouchoir grenat, noué en triangle, sous lequel deux petites 
nattes — aussi étroites que des cordons — balangaient sage- 
ment. A cause de sa peau tannée, de l’habitude qu’elle avait 
de chiquer du tabac, les petits l’appelaient «le dernier des 
Mohicans ». 

Tout ce qu’elle faisait prenait l’apparence d’un rituel. 
Préparer Vátre, attiser le feu... Elle couchait les pommes de 
pin sur un tissu de brindilles, quelques fagots de bois suppor- 
taient ensuite un toit de branchages secs; avec une allumette 
enflammée, elle glissait habilement la main sous cet échafau- 
dage. Accroupie sur ses pieds nus, elle surveillait le trait de 
feu qui devenait flambeau, langues, tourbillons. Quoique ha- 
bituée a ce spectacle, la vieille ne pouvait en détacher les 
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| yeux; de l’index elle montrait aux enfants l’image d'un profil, 
d'un oiseau, d'une épée. 

Mais en temps de fête, Om Jamil ne quittait plus sa 
propre maison. 


Il était plus de cing heures. 

La nuit s'infiltrait à travers les couches cuivrées qui bor- 
dent Vhorizon. 

Les deux pièces d'Om Jamil — carrelées, ouvertes Pune | 
sur l’autre — paraissaient reblanchies depuis la veille. On y 
voyait trois fauteuils couverts de housse écrue, une armoire, — 
un vieux coffre; une série d’images pieuses, disposées en éven- 
tail et fixées au mur par des punaises. Près de la fenêtre, sur 
un guéridon, un petit sapin paré de boules miroitantes et de 
_ bougies multicolores. Partout une odeur de savon, de linge 

fraîchement repassé. 
Om Jamil déplaça la table pour la mettre bien en vue. 
Elle recouvrit le bois blanc d’une nappe amidonnée, disposa 
dessus une quinzaine de plats: de la brochette d’oiseaux jus- 
qu'aux friandises farcies de noix et d’amandes, rien ne man- 
quait au repas. Elle tira du garde-manger une bouteille de 
mousseux, l’enveloppa d’une serviette et la cala dans un pot 
de terre peint en rouge. Dans l’assiette vide elle posa le ca- 
deau; c'était une écharpe qu’elle avait elle même tricotée. 
Dans la seconde chambre on apercevait, entr’ouvert, le 
lit du jeune homme pour qu'il n’ait plus, vers le tard, qu’à 
| se glisser entre les draps lustrés. Un pyjama neuf reposait sur 
le traversin. La vieille se contenterait du matelas à ras de sol. 

Les économies avaient tout juste suffi aux dépenses. Mais 
à quoi sert Pargent si ce n’est pour un jour comme celui-ci! 

L’horloge frappait huit coups. 

Raidie dans ses vêtements neufs, Om Jamil marcha jus- 
qu’a l’autre bout de la pièce. Comment son fils la trouverait- 
il? Elle s’arréta devant la glace, rajusta le mouchoir sur sa 
tete. Avait-elle vieilli? Ses yeux étaient minuscules, elle les 
écarquilla, mais ne put soutenir cet effort. Elle caressa le 
satiné de sa blouse, brossa du revers de sa main une poussiére 
sur sa jupe marron; puis, elle se baissa pour tendre ses mi- 
bas de laine. Ses jambes étaient bien au chaud, mais ses chause | 
sures vernies lui compressaient les pieds, il fallait cependant 
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les supporter pour que Jamil ne a trouve pas trop differente 
des femmes de la ville. 


Vers neuf heures, l’horloge sonna encore. 


La caisse en chéne, qu’elle avait astiquée à s’en écorcher 
à les doigts, étincelait. 


* * + 
È A dix heures — pensant que son fils ne pouvait plus 
- tarder — elle mit son front à la fenêtre. 


i, Les maisons avoisinantes ressemblaient à des lampions. 
_Cherchant à épargner le pétrole des lanternes et la mèche des 
bougies pour qu’ils donnent, plus tard, leur plein feu, Om 
Jamil hésitait à tout éclairer. Trente minutes s’écoulèrent ainsi, 

le visage contre la vitre. 

Sans savoir comment, elle se trouva, plus tard, devant sa 
porte; et tournant la poignée, elle franchit brusquement le 
seuil pour sortir. 

L’air est glacé. Les jambes engourdies, la vieille s’entéte 
à demeurer sur place, s’efforcant de percer l’ombre de son 
regard. Sur le chemin qui s’éloigne de la route carrossable, 
s'égare dans le village et monte en bordure de son jardinet, 
elle ne distingue personne. A Paffút du moindre bruit, elle 

espère le son d’un pas qui craque, une voix qui appelle; mais 

… elle n’entend que le vent qui s’engouffre par bouffées sous 
le porche, entremêlé parfois aux chants assourdis et aux rires 
d’a côté. 

Le cou tendu, elle devine plus bas l'emplacement de la 

| chaussée d'asphalte. Y verra-t-elle le jet d’un phare? Son fils 
est riche, à ce qu’on dit, il possède sûrement une auto. Avec 
complaisance, elle se le figure au volant de sa propre voiture. 
Mais la route reste noyée dans la nuit, et les collines qui 
l’enserrent luisent grâce aux seules maisons. 

Si un voisin, à cet instant, se penche à sa fenêtre: « Ve- 
nez voir, s’écrierait-il, c'est obscur chez Om Jamil». Ils se 
remettront à jaser, à dire que Jamil n’est pas venu, à prétendre 
qu’il ne viendra plus. 


Re A, 


Les lampes en veilleuse allongent les objets, leur font une 
ombre triste. Om Jamil est rentrée promptement dans sa mai- 
son. A coups de piston, elle avive les lumignons de ses deux 

+ lanternes, qu’elle suspend ensuite à des crochets places haut. 
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Tl est plus de onze heures. 

Pour que tout paraisse en féte, il faut se dépécher. Elle 
cherche l’escabeau; grimpée dessus, elle allume les bougies 
du sapin. Une après l’autre les meches papillotent. Le battant 
entrebaillé laisse passer un vent qui transperce les reins; mais 
pourquoi fermer cette porte? D’une seconde a l’autre Jamil 
sera la, apercevant sa mere de dos, il avancera sans bruit, 
l’enlacera pas surprise — il a toujours été d’un naturel farceur 
— Vembrassera dans le cou. Elle fera semblant d’avoir eu 
ires peur. 

L’arbre est illuminé. Les ombres ont des formes de roses 


‘et d’étoiles. Personne n’a poussé la porte... 


Om Jamil quitte l’escabeau; quelle vieillesse dans les 
genoux! Elle glisse la main sous son corsage pour se rassurer: 
la lettre est là; elle a reconnu, au toucher, l’enveloppe, les 
deux timbres. Elle contourne la table, change un carafon de 
place, dispose autrement le cadeau « L’hiver il ne faudra pas 
te séparer de ton écharpe ». Jamil conduit certainement toutes 
vitres ouvertes; elle insistera: « Il faut, mon fils, songer à te 
couvrir ». 


Minuit moins le quart. 

Om Jamil de nouveau sur le seuil, tenant une lanterne à 
bout de bras, elle sentait des crampes aux mains, aux mollets. 
Ses pieds lui faisaient si mal qu’elle fut tentée de se déchaus- 
ser. « Pourtant, ce n’est pas le corps qui fait le plus souffrir ». 

Comment retenir les aiguilles de l’horloge? « Lorsque mi- 
nuit sonnera ce ne sera même plus la peine d’attendre ». 

Minuit sonne. 

WERE 


La porte est close, le loquet repousse. Om Jamil, le regard 
vide, fixe le cadran émaillé où les deux aiguilles se séparent. 
Cette horloge, sa cage en bois... ne dirait-on pas, à présent, un 
cercueil? 

Les cloches carillonnent. Devant leurs portes, quelques 
voisins font partir des fusées. On chante, on s’embrasse et 
Pon s’aime; c'est le début d'une année. 

« Les voisins!... Demain, ils sauront tout...» Que diront- 
ils? Que restera-t-il de la réputation de Jamil? 

La vieille en marmonnant, ouvre la fenétre; va, revient, 
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tourne le bouton de la radio. « Vite, il faut faire comme si 
Jamil était venu. » 

La voila dans la cuisine; ramenant un large seau elle y 
jette une partie du repas. Ses gestes sont si rapides qu’elle 
n’a plus le temps de souffrir. Portant le seau et une pelle, 
elle franchit la petite porte qui conduit aux collines. Aux 
abords de la pinéde, elle creuse un trou, y vide la nourriture 
qu’elle recouvre ensuite de terre. 

De retour — le seau et la pelle à leur place — elle s’agite 
encore; defait les draps de lits, froisse le pyjama. 

Le bouchon du mousseux saute. La cire des bougies fait 
des pastilles rouges, vertes, jaunes sur le sol. Et le cadeau? 
Om Jamil coupe la ficelle, déchire le papier... Que faire de 
cette écharpe? Elle l’enroule autour du cou. 

Enfin, blottie dans un fauteuil, l’aube déjà aux fenêtres, 
elle s’endort. 


Vers midi on frappa: 

— Ou est Jamil? demanda la voisine. 

— Il est venu et reparti, répondit promptement la vieil- 
le. Des affaires urgentes... il n’a pas pu rester. 

— C’est dommage, regretta Mansourah. 

— Six heures de route... il a fait six heures de route pour 
venir m’embrasser. Mais entre, Mansourah. 

— J'ai beaucoup à faire, s’excusa celle-ci, nous nous re- 
verrons tout a l’heure. 

— Rien qu’une seconde, insistait Om Jamil et la tirant 
par le bras elle lui montrait les objets péle-méle, le lit défait: 
Regarde le desordre qu’il a laissé. Il n’a pas changé, tu vois. 

— Le désordre n’est rien, reprit la femme. C’est tout 
de méme un bon fils. 

— Qui, c’est un bon fils. 

— Je suis contente pour toi, Om Jamil. 

— Vois comme il a mangé, lui fit-elle encore remarquer. 

— Eh oui, il t’a fait honneur. Hier, il y avait dans ton 
garde-manger de quoi nourrir une famille. 

— C’est un grand gaillard, il a toujours bon appétit. 

— Que Dieu te le garde. Mais a present, je dois te laisser; 
les fétes, comme tu sais, ca double le travail. 

— Comme on a bavarde, comme on a ri ensemble! 


43 


— Oui dé ant cai 
— Fn vérité, rien ne remplace un fil, static lle 
-— Non, rien... 
Prés du seuil, Mansourah demanda: 
— Qu’est-ce que tu portes autour du cou? Je ne t'ai | 
jamais vue avec cette écharpe. “Y 
- — Ça? Om Jamil hésitait: « Mais c'est le cadeau, re- | 
rit-elle soudain. 
— Quel cadeau? 
— Le cadeau que Jamil m'a offert. 
- — C'est une belle écharpe, dit la femme et ça te ici 
chaud. 
_— Mon fils a toujours eu du coeur, murmura la vieille. 
Sur la derniére marche la voisine l'interpella: 
— Viens chez nous a cing heures. Il y aura les amis, 
la famille... 
— Je viendrai, dit Om Jamil. 
Comme Mansourah quittait le jardinet, ne dit encore: 
— Viens à cinq heures... et mets ton écharpe, tu pourras 
la montrer à tout le monde. 
Un peu plus loin elle se retourna pour ajouter: 
— A tout à l’heure. Surtout, mets ton écharpe, insistait- | 


falle. N’oublie pas... 
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VERT ET POURPRE 


I 


a Nous n’avons pas besoin | 
1 De reconnaître ne 

La forme du corail 

q Sur le sable detruit. 

4 Nulle main ne saurait cueillir 

y La fleur qui se libère. \ 

4 Tout commence 

Comme le feu, le torrent, 

3 La longue amoureuse. 

a Et la récolte, et la maison 

3 S’endorment 

È Sous l’étoile durcie. 

D Un jour - 

Le navire s’invente. 


# Un jour jobéirai 
3 Au langage 
Qui ne peut s’evader 
Entre la source 
a Et le chant de Poiseau. 
È Le moindre geste 

Me conduira 
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Sous l'arbre, où la 
Triomphe _ 

Par la grâce d’un ciel 

Par la grâce d’un cri 
Par la grâce d’un fruit 
qui vivra 
demain 
Entre les deux terres. 


n Mai é 
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II 


L’enfant a découvert 

Une libre demeure 

Un chemin 

Qu’il embrasse 

Pour mourir et pour vivre. 
Entre ses lèvres 

Il a gardé 

Une herbe 

Une fleur d’amandier 

Et sil parle du mur 

Qui se creuse 

C’est pour vous montrer 
Sa richesse. 

Il avance, de ville en forét 
Il marche, 

Et sa douleur 

Nous éblouit. 


IV 


L’amour 
Aussi bien que la mort 


Tremble 

Et recompose 

Ma seule chance. 

Alors le ruisseau coule 

Le rossignol est aux aguets. 
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Pi les rives d'un été 
Le baiser dénoue la couronne. 


ug 


my 


One m’importe l'instant! vu 
La fleur > GER 
Est toujours nouvelle a 
La richesse des bles 

Libre de tout amour. 
Voila bien notre rire 

E Mon ami que j'appelle 

4 Ma Mort 27 
Nous sommes à présent 
Les favoris de la distance. 


Vi 


- Il y a le mouvement d’une memoire heureuse 

3 Présent 

Sans autre nuit 

1 Que la nuit du premier soleil. Ñ 
» Au coeur du bouleau 

Rayonne la dormeuse. 

Et toi ma tige vigilante 

Tu donnes la feuille 


3 Au matin pénétrant. 


Vil 


5 Où s’acheve le trait qui jaillit de la mer 
Jaime le parfum de la dune. 

Et jai voulu saisir cet esquif 

Qui portait le fabuleux pécheur 

Mon frere. 

Il connait Pombre 
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“Il connaît ; 
L’humilite de PIE 


Devant le matin essentiel. 


VIII 


O rêve supportable quand je soupire 
Qui a troublé ces yeux d’ange proche? 
Personne ne me trahit. 

Ta solitude me renouvelle 

Ta campagne me donne le ciel 

Ce ciel si pâle entre deux rues 

Ici 

Dans la ville exaspérée. 

Et pourtant une présence inconnue 
Me fascine 

Je la contemple et l’interroge 

Elle ignore la caresse de ma main 
Sur ton visage mobile dans l’ordre de la nuit. 
Oui, l’enracinée c'est moi. 


Je fleuris 
et les fruits 
_ ne se révèlent 
_ par nulle odeur 


a 
| ses ouvriers 

_ oublient 

_ de me vendanger 
| suis-je gardé 

| pour nourrir 


Ñ 


‘i. 


| mon maître 
me laisse 
errer 


| un oiseau 


migrateur 


_ Le préféré 


qui va 
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sur les hauteurs 
ou verrai-je 
tomber 

sur la terre 

qui sait 

attendre 

ce qui pèse 

à mes branches 
pour que les graines 
à la bonne saison 
germent 

à foison 

moi 

absent 


suis-je sterile 
si je ne produis 
pas 

je serai 

abattu 


je ne retiens 


pas 
la seve 
qui s’insinue 
et juse 


2 - 7 “e 
mes bourgeons 


a venir 
car je sais 
le cóté 
du levant 


envie 
pourtant 

nait 

de me replier 


fatigué 
à l'excès 
je gémis 


le sarment 
à mon insu 
croît 

sans cesse 
irrésistiblement 


c’est ce 
qui m’extenue 


VIVETTE PERRET 


LE COMMENCEMENT 


Je regarde les fortes branches de l’eucalyptus. Leur écorce 
se détache. Par endroits, la chair de l'arbre reste à nu. Lu- 
cienne passe devant la fenétre. Mon regard suit son sarrau gris, 
aux dessins noirs et blancs. Les lunes imprimées se multiplient 
à Vinfini. C'est un ciel triste que jai contemplé souvent dans 
mon enfance. Avec le méme vertige qu'autrefois, je me laisse 
tomber en arrière, et je ne sais plus si c'est ma propre voix ou 
celle de Lucienne qui répéte, du fond de ce ciel terne: le com- 
mencement, 


Sous la table de la cuisine, l’odeur des pavés humides 
était forte. Les bras serrés autour de mes jambes, je la respi- 
rais. Mais, plus proche encore, il y avait celle de mes genoux 
nus. Quand je soufflais sur la peau, l’odeur se dégageait mieux. 
C’etait chaud et vivant. C’était moi-méme. 

Entre les pieds de la table, je voyais la jupe de Lucienne, 
ses jambes un peu rouges, au grain épais. Lucienne chantait. 
Sa voix était fréle, elle trainait: « Allons tous deux sous la 
ramée — éé — e ». A chaque modulation, le tablier de vichy se 
balancait, ses petites lunes bougeaient. J’essayais de les comp- 
ter. Le fer tapait sur la planche avec des coups assourdis par le 
- molleton. Ces chocs répétés, la chanson, et, au-delà de l’espace 
étroit où je me tenais accroupie, le silence de l’appartement vi- 
de, tout cela me semblait d'une grande tristesse. Je croyais être 
là depuis très longtemps, que les coups, au-dessus de ma tête, 
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ne cesseraient pas, que la chanson se déroulerait toujours, . 
écoeurante, sans fin. Je mordais doucement mon genoux. La 
peau tendue avait bon goüt. Il y avait quelque chose de rassu- 
rant dans mon propre corps. Pourtant, j’aurais voulu mordre 
vraiment, garder ce goût dans ma bouche. Dès que je relevais — 
la tête, je ne sentais plus que le linge repassé, les pavés, et 
toutes les odeurs qui venaient de Lucienne: ses cheveux avaient 
la leur, et sa peau échauffée par le fer. A celle de ses vête- 
ment, se mélait le vague parfum d’une houpette ayant servi 
trop longtemps, collée, lourde d’une poudre de riz à l’oeillet 
ou au muguet. 

Bientôt, Lucienne se taisait. Les cloches de Saint-Sulpice 
se mettaient à sonner. C’étaient d’abord des sons espacés qui 
résonnaient longtemps. La nuit était tombée. Quand je sortais 
de mon trou, la lampe à contre-poids de la cuisine m’éblouis- 
sait. L’ombre de Lucienne bougeait sur le mur, cassée par l’an- 
gle du plafond. 

Je m’enfoncais dans le couloir. J’évitais les obstacles: le 
coffre à bois et, à l’entrée de la salle à manger, la grande hor- 
loge. Je frólais ce meuble dont le balancier de cuivre remuait | 
tout seul. A cause des lueurs qui venaient de la rue, j’en devi- 
nais l’éclat. Puis le plomb descendait avec son bruit de chaînes. | 
Je mordais cet endroit gras de mon pouce semblable a la chair 
d’une cuisse de poulet. Je sentais les petits os rouler sous mes 
dents. Il me semblait étre fragile et que peut-étre on pourrait 
me mordre vraiment, me mächer. Le coeur battant, je marchais 
entre les chaises. J’aurais voulu courir. J’aimais le noir. Je me 
dirigeais a taton vers le rideau qui cachait la porte d’entrée. 
La peur était dans mon dos, de plus en plus près, c'était com- 
me une main qui s’approchait, approchait mon cou, là où 
aucun vétement ne me protégeait. J’atteignais le rideau; je 
m’enfoncais dans l’épaisse odeur de l’étoffe. 

Lucienne allumait, tatait la portiére: 

« Viens, allons faire les couvertures »... 

Bientöt, toute la maison était éclairée. Lucienne pliait le 
dessus de lit. Je grimpais sur le montant de bois à colonnettes 
et Lucienne me poussait. Je basculais en arrière, tombais à la 
renverse, les jambes par-dessus la tète, sur le matelas épais. La 
chemise de nuit étalée avait l’odeur de mon grand-père. En- 
core rester en équilibre, les cuisses blessées par le bois dur. 
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Et tomber, basculer dans le vide. La chemise de nuit avait des 
pois rouges autour du col, des pans ridicules. Au mur, il y 
avait le tableau sombre où je distinguais avec peine les vaches 
dans le pré, les arbres, toute cette verdure triste. 

Un peu plus tard, la clef tournait dans la serrure. Le grand- 
père était revenu. De la cuisine venait déjà l’odeur du poireau. 


On me couchait, le soir, dans une chambre au plafond de 
laquelle Pombre rayée des volets était sans cesse effacée, com- 
me balayée chaque fois qu’une voiture, un autobus ou un tram- 
Way passait dans la rue. De mon lit, j’entendais les voix dans 
le salon, l’argenterie que Lucienne laissait tomber dans les ti- 
roirs, ces voitures qui roulaient. Et surtout, incompréhensible, 
reprenant régulièrement, puis cessant, le tintement de la ver- 
rerie et de toute la vaisselle dans le buffet; tintamarre étouffé 


| par les murs, et qui me faisait croire qu’on secouait l’énorme 


meuble, ses tiroirs, ses colonnes et tout son contenu: c'était le 
métro qui passait sous la maison. 

L’ete, les volets restaient souvent ouverts. Le plafond était 
plus éclairé, les murs brusquement inondés de la lumière d’un 
phare. La rue semblait plus proche. Pieds nus, je me glissais 
sur le balcon. Le zingue était doux sous les pieds, les ardoises 
du toit presque tièdes. Quequefois, si l’orage menacait, une 


- brise s'élevait. J’attendais, presque nue, les coups de vent. 


Quand l’orage éclatait, j’aurais aimé rester encore, être fouet- 
tée par la pluie. 


Après le déjeuner, Lucienne enroulait la toile cirée sur 
un bâton. Le tapis de la table était rouge. Le grand-père parti, 
l'après-midi commençait. A mesure que le temps passait, les 
tramways roulaient moins souvent, plus lentement. L’horloge 
battait. C'était long. 

Quelquefois, le soir, le grand-père ne rentrait pas seul. Son 
fils l’acompagnait. Il avait toujours dans la poche de sa veste 
un de ces sablés friables, dentelés. Il disait « Embrasse-moi... ». 
Je ne cédais pas avant l’apparition du gàteau. Puis il faisait 
une grimace affreuse, ébourriffait ses cheveux en criant: « Je 
ne suis plus Antoine! ». Je le regardais. Plus rien n’existait de 
l’oncle Antoine que ce monstre en quoi il savait se changer. Il 
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y avait en lui deux étres distincts, et chacun d’eux faisait peur | 
parce qu'il pouvait disparaitre, faire place a l’autre. 


Tout enfant, ce que je n’aimais pas chez Lucienne, c'était 
la résignation. Ce qu’elle éprouvait pour mon grand-père, c'é- 
tait presque de la reconnaissance. Moi, j’avais envie de la hat- 


| tre. Je crois que je l’aimais. Je n’aurais pas su dire pourquoi. 


C’était Lucienne. Et puis, j’avais vaguement peur de la perdre. 
Elle n’était pas chez elle, après tout; elle aurait pu partir. 
Peut-étre m’en avait-elle menacée sans y croire vraiment elle- 
méme. Mais je sentais bien que ma crainte était fondée, et, sou- 
vent, elle empoisonnait les bons moments que j’aurais pu avoir 
avec elle. 

Depuis longtemps, je savais reconnaitre, au ton de sa voix, | 
a qui Lucienne s’adressait. Pour parler au grand-père, une sor- | 


te d’humilite rendait sa voix plus faible. Avec les commerçants, 


c'était la timidité. Avec moi seulement, je sentais de la chaleur. . 
Mais si le petit commis du boucher venait apporter la viande, 
jentendais Lucienne lui parler « avec bonté », comme le grand- 
pere faisait avec elle-méme. Quelquefois aussi, elle disait de Ju- 
liette, fille sans âge qui livrait le pain dans une grande cor- 
beille: « cette brave Juliette! », et je croyais entendre le grand- 
pere disant: « cette bonne Lucienne! ». Je sentais ces nuances 
dans les voix de ceux qui m’entouraient, et, déja, cela me ren- 
dait un peu honteuse. 


Les soirs d’été, le grand-pére aimait rester longtemps dans 
un jardin. Assis sur un banc, le plus souvent au Luxembourg, 
nous attendions ensemble le signal de la fermeture: c’était un 
roulement de tambour. Les premiéres à se fermer étaient nos 
portes: celles de la rue de Vaugirard et de la rue Guynemer. 
On entendait la grille grincer, la grosse clef tourner, puis les 
gardes allaient a la porte suivante, précédés de celui qui jouait 
du tambour. De porte en porte, le nombre des gardes augmen- 
tait. Les retardataires finissaient par s’en aller. Le grand-pére 
disait: « Attends encore un peu, nous sortirons plus loin ». 

Un soir, le tambour était passé depuis longtemps derrière . 
les fusains. On l’entendait ä peine. Le jardin était desert. A 
mesure que s’éloignait le son du tambour, je disais: « Viens, 
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| viens»; mais je ne bougeais pas non plus. Les pelouses 


avaient pris une couleur très douce. L’odeur de l’herbe deve- 
nait plus forte. Le coeur battant, j’écoutais s’éloigner les gardes. 
Je regardais les hautes grilles qui nous enfermaient et au-delà 
desquelles, très loin, passaient des gens. Déjà, il me semblait 
faire partie d’un monde différent, solitaire. Le grand-père sou- 
riait d’avoir enfreint la règle. Il aimait tricher, rester dans les 
églises a l’heur où elles sont fermées aux fidèles; franchir les 
haies des propriétés privées, s’engager dans les voies interdites. 
Derrière son air innocent, je voyais ses yeux rire. Je me sentais 
alors plus vieille que lui. 

A la fin, le grand-père se leva. « Ils ne vont pas nous en- 
fermer, tout de méme! » Mais on n’entendait plus rien. Nous 
étions seuls au milieu du jardin vide. Jamais je ne l’aurais 
cru si grand. Nous allions de porte en porte. Toutes étaient 
fermées. Un grand silence régnait. Seules les hirondelles 
criaient en rasant les pelouses. Des larges feuilles des maron- 
niers venaient de la fraîcheur et un commencement de nuit. 
Le grand-père répétait: « Ca alors! ». Mais je voyais bien, au 
coin de ses yeux, qu’il était content. Je commengais a avoir 
peur. Il me semblait que nous avions fait bien plus que déso- 
béir aux gardes. Que le jardin, la nuit, devenait le domaine 
des statues, des fontaines, des chats. Qu’allions-nous devenir? 
J’en voulais au grand-père. 

C’est alors que nous apercümes les gardes entre les ar- 
bres. Celui qu’on appelait le tambour était là aussi, mais il 
avait cessé de jouer: il n’y avait plus personne a prévenir. 
Le grand-pére et moi, nous avancions vers eux, dans l’ombre 
des feuilles. Le tambour nous regardait venir d’un air cour- 
roucé. Le grand-pére paraissait penaud comme un vieil éco- 
lier; mais il ne pouvait empécher son oeil de rire. « Il faut 
sortir par la porte St. Michel», dit le garde. « Allons, mar- 
che! ». Le tambour se remit à rouler. Machinalement, tout le 
monde marchait au pas. Le grand-pére et moi, nous levions 
la jambe comme les autres. Tous les gardes nous suivaient, 
avec leurs pantalons rayés de rouge. Dans la grande allée qui 
conduit à la porte St. Michel, la marche était presque triom- 
phale. De la rue, au-dela de la brume un peu verte qui tombait 
des arbres, les gens nous regardaient venir. 

Les gardes sortirent avec nous, firent tourner la grosse 
clef dans la serrure. Le grand-pére riait franchement: « quel- 
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le aventure! ». Je regardais le grand jardin vide rendu au 
silence. Il me semblait que, derrière les grilles, mon coeur 
avait battu d'une facon nouvelle. Maintenant, les passants, le 
bruit habituel des voitures, tout le calmait, et je le regrettais. 


Un soir, je suis couchée... Dans la maison, quelqu’un, 
l’oncle Antoine sans doute, recoit des amis. Les airs me par- 
viennent: « Parlez-moi d'amour, redites-moi des choses ten- 
dres... ». L'odeur du tabac passe sous la porte. J’entends aussi 
les pas des danseurs frapper le parquet du salon. « Il est char- 
mant... Il est charmant... ». Je sors à pas de loup sur le balcon. 
Mais, un peu plus loin, une ombre est la. Je crois d'abord voir 
une femme appuyée, toute seule, contre les ardoises. Puis j'en- 
tends chuchoter. Ils sont done deux? Si serrés qu'on ne peut 
les distinguer? Je cours jusqu'a mon lit. Les phares des voi- 
tures balayent la chambre. Dehors, des hommes, des femmes, 
vivent: ceux qui se proménent dans la rue, ceux qui sont la, 
si pres, que je les entends respirer. Tant de mystere me serre 
la gorge. Je pense « grandir! » si fort que les larmes me vien- 
nent. Je m’endors dans l’odeur de mes mains mouillées. 


C'est peut-étre beaucoup plus tard. Je pousse la porte du 
salon. L'odeur de la peinture emplit la piéce. Un peintre est 
debout sur le balcon. Il a presque fermé la fenétre, et je le 
vois a travers les vitres. Son pinceau va et vient sur le volet. 
Tout est blanc, le vêtement de l’homme, ses joues éclabous- 
sées, les persiennes, les murs du salon qu’on vient de repein- 
dre. Mais le pinceau s’arréte. A travers le carreau, je vois les 
yeux du peintre fixés sur moi. Il approche sa figure tout pres 
de la fenétre. Personne ne m’a jamais regardée de cette facon. 
Il me semble étre une chose bonne à manger et que cet 
homme a faim. Je voudrais détourner les yeux, partir. Mais la 
bouche affamée du peintre, ses yeux pleins de convoitise m’ont 
transformée en cet objet appétissant. Je ne peux pas bouger. 
À rester ainsi immobile, une sorte de plaisir se mêle à ma 
crainte. Je me souviens du goût de ma peau, des os fragiles 
de mes mains. Lentement, à reculons, je parviens à sortir de 


la pièce. Jusqu’à la porte, je ne quitte pas le peintre des yeux. 
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Assis dans le grand lit à colonnes, appuyé aux oreillers, 
le grand-pére s’occupe a respirer. La mort est lente, il faut 
done aussi l’attendre. Dans l’appartement, une odeur a rem- 
| placé celle de la peinture. Il n’y a plus d’heures, plus de repas. 
Mais chacun a faim, mange debout, ou s’assied au bord d’une 
chaise. Un jour, quelqu’un est secoué par un fou-rire. Tout 
_ le temps que dure son rire, on sent bien que mille pensées de 
. honte, de regrets, de chagrin, le traversent. Mais il ne peut 
pas s'arréter. Sa figure exprime un plaisir douloureux, insou- 
tenable. 

Il n’y a plus de nuit véritable, puisque la chambre reste 
allumée, puisqu'on veille. Chacun a sommeil et finit par s’en- 
dormir avec le sentiment d’un profond bien-étre. Dans la salle 
a manger, sur le tapis rouge de la table, Lucienne séche häti- 
vement, au fer, une chemise de nuit du grand-pére. Parce qu’il 
va mourir, ce repassage qu’on a fait si souvent devient absurde. 
Comme toujours, la chemise, ses pois rouges, dégagent une 
odeur particuliere. Tout-a-coup, le grand-pére qui n’a pas 
parlé depuis longtemps dit: « C’est toi? Alors je ne suis donc 
pas de l’autre cöte? ». 

Que tout cela cesse! Qu’il meure! Je n’ose pas entrer dans 
la chambre. Si le grand-pere allait me parler? Il me semble 
qu’il ne fait plus partie du monde réel. Mais quel est donc le 
monde réel? Est-ce celui où je mange, dors, ou bien l’autre 
ou le grand-pére sommeille? Tout ce qui compte habituelle- 
ment pour moi est comme réduit. 

Pourtant, je sens bien que le grand-pére est seul. Je vou- 
drais entrer, Paccompagner? Mais ce n'est pas possible. Ma 
peur vient justement de cette difference qui me separe main- 
tenant de lui. Je regarde la porte de la chambre. Dans cette 
pièce où j'ai joué, dans le grand lit à colonnes sur lequel je 
me suis si souvent jetée, petite fille, les jupes relevées, riant 
et. cependant triste, sous le grand tableau si sombre représen- 
tant les vaches dans la prairie, le Srand-pere va mourir. 


Mon grand-pére mort, je m’apercus que je ne lui avais 
jamais parle. Et maintenant, c’était trop tard. Je regardais le 
visage cireux retenu par la mentonniere. Je pensais avec un 
vague espoir, que peut-étre existait cet au-dela auquel le grand- 
pere avait cru, et qu’alors il me voyait et partageait mon 
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regret. Pendant un instant, fermant les yeux, j’eus l’impres-. 
sion que quelque chose allait se produire, quelque chose qui ne 
serait méme pas un échange de paroles, comme un regard, un 
serrement de main ou un simple battement de coeur. Mais rien 
n’arriva. Levant les yeux vers la fenétre, je ne vis que les 
deux tours de Saint-Sulpice, laides, sans doute couvertes de 
fientes. Dans le lit Henri II, il n’y avait que ce visage vide. 
Non, c'était fini. 


Peu de temps après la mort du grand-père, Lucienne nous 
quitta pour se marier. C’est peut-être le jour où elle nous 
annonça son départ, à l’oncle Antoine et à moi, que je la re- 
vois, debout dans la cuisine, avec sa figure triste. Je regardais 
son corps maigre, sa tête un peu penchée. Je ne sais plus si 
mon chagrin rendait tout plus sombre, ou bien si, en pensant 


_ à Lucienne, je ne puis voir que son visage déjà vieilli. Il me 


semble pourtant bien que, même alors, à la veille de son ma- 
riage, elle n’était pas gaie. Mon oncle parti, je m'étais assise 
pour la voir travailler comme d’habitude. Mes deux bras col- 
laient à la toile cirée un peu humide. Les détacher me pinçait 
chaque fois la peau. Je me livrai longtemps à ce jeu qui me 
blessait et par là même me procurait un vague plaisir. Cela 
faisait aussi sur moi un bruit à peine perceptible, comme ce- 
lui de ma bouche quand j’embrassais mon bras. Je me disais: 
« Lucienne se marie ». Derrière moi, l’appartement était en- 
core plus vide, plus grand. Je ne pensais pas à l’homme avec 
qui elle allait partir, mais à ce départ qui me laissait seule. 
Lucienne disait: « Il s’appelle Pierre, Pierre Estorade. C'est 
un nom de là-bas ». Là-bas, ce n’était pas pour moi un pays, 
mais un trou noir, notre cuisine vide, l’absence. Je quitai 
brusquement Lucienne. J’allais d’une pièce à l’autre en me ré- 
pétant méchamment: « Ca m’est égal, c’est la bonne! ». 

Le jour du départ, je ne pleurai pas. Mon oncle me pous- 
sait vers elle: « Embrasse-là, tout de même ». Lucienne avait 
de grosses larmes dans les yeux. Je voyais sa bouche un peu 
tordue. Elle n’avait plus sa blouse, mais un manteau que je 
n'avais jamais vu. Déjà, ce n’était plus elle. J'avais envie de 
crier: «C’est la bonne qui s’en va. Ce n’est rien. C’est seule- 


ment la bonne! ». La gorge me faisait mal. Je pensais au grand 
lit vide du grand-père, 
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Des que Lucienne fut partie, et comme aprés la mort du 
grand-pére, j’eus de nouveau le sentiment que jamais je ne 
lui avais vraiment parlé. Il me semblait qu’il en serait ainsi 
toute ma vie. Q’une sorte de silence m’arréterait toujours. Lu- 
cienne avait dit: « Tu viendras ». Je n’y croyais pas. 


J’y allai pourtant. Par je ne sais quel arrangement, quel- 
ques années plus tard, mon oncle m’envoya chez elle pour les 
grandes vacances. De ce premier voyage, je me souviens sur- 
tout de ma joie a étre 1a, toute seule, dans ce train qui m’em- 
portait ailleurs. Dans le bruit des roues, 4 mesure que Paris 
s’eloignait, je devenais differente, plus grande. Quelque chose 
allait changer, j’en étais sire. Je ne savais pas quoi. Il me 
semblait que je ne partais pas simplement en vacances, dans 
la maison de la pauvre Lucienne, mais qu’avec ce départ, tant > 
d’habitudes allaient étre rompues... Sans savoir très bien pour- 
quoi, j’étais heureuse. 

Il faisait nuit quand j’arrivai. Je sautai sur le quai, étour- 
die par la foule, et surtout par une certaine douceur de l’air 
que je sentais pour la premiére fois. Sur une autre voie, un 
train arrété était plein d’hommes, de femmes, d’enfants mi- 
sérables. D’autres, semblables, attendaient sur le quai. Cer- 
tains étaient assis 4 méme le sol. Ils ne disaient rien. Je les 
trouvais beaux. Sur leur figure, je lisais surtout une grande 
fatigue. Un vieil homme appuyé a la grille répétait tout haut, 
comme un refrain: « La guerra! ». Avec sa main, il faisait cha- 
que fois le geste de chasser une mouche. Mais la mouche reve- 
nait toujours. Je me souviens de cette gare mal éclairée, de 
ces visages entrevus, de l’air dont je respirais la douceur, et 
tout cela me donnait une sorte d’exaltation et, sans savoir 
pourquoi, de la crainte. 

Derriére la grille de la gare, je reconnus bientöt Lucien- 
ne. En voyant sa téte un peu penchée, mon coeur se mit a 
battre plus vite. Quand elle m’embrassa, je retrouvai aussi 
l’odeur de sa joue. Elle me montrait le quai: « Tu as vu les 
réfugiés? ». Des enfants voulaient s’approcher du train. Les 
gardes les repoussaient. Je regardais les Espagnols, et je me 
demandais ce qu’ils avaient fait, de quoi ils étaient coupables. 
Un chant s’éleva. Le train s’ébranla lentement. Il n’y avait 
plus personne sur le quai. Entassés derriere les portieres, les 
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réfugiés agitaient des drapeaux. Ce n’étaient que des chiffons 
rouges, des papiers, ou de vieux mouchoirs de coton. Le vent 
en emporta quelques-uns le long des vagons. Le chant se per- 
dait sur les voies. Je ne savais pas si c’était a cause de ces 
chants, ou simplement de la fatigue, je me sentais frissonner. 
Lucienne me prit la main: « Tu as faim, ma petite fille, ren- 
trons vite à la maison ». Je ne connaissais pas encore cette mai- 
son où j’allais habiter, mais il me semblait bien, en effet, étre 


de retour. 


La maison de Lucienne donne rue de La Rampe. C’est une 
forte pente qui se termine par des marches. Les voitures n’y 
ont pas acces. Entré de plain-pied, on se trouve au deuxiéme 
étage du cóté du port. L’escalier est pavé, frais et sombre. 

Quand j’arrivai avec Lucienne, une femme et un jeune 
garcon, étaient là, debout dans la rue. Ils me rappelaient les 
réfugiés que j’avais vu tout-à-l’heure, entassés contre la grille 
de la gare. Le beau visage de la femme était fatigué. Avec 
difficulté, elle dit & Lucienne qu’elle cherchait a se loger. Le 
centre d’accueil était fermé. Elle ne voulait pas repartir en 
Espagne, comme les autres. Elle avait trouvé a s’employer, 
mais elle et son fils ne pouvaient rester dehors cette nuit a 
cause de la police. 

Lucienne les regardait, et elle penchait davantage la tête. 
Je voyais bien que toute parole de refus, d’excuse, lui aurait 
fait honte. Elle pensait peut-étre, comme moi, a ceux que nous 


| avions vu tout-a-l’heure, au viel homme qui refusait de bou- 


ger, répétant sans cesse: «la guerra! ». Elle ne savait sans 
doute pas encore comment on s’arrangerait dans la maison, 
mais elle leur dit de monter. 


| Cette nuit-la, dans le lit que Lucienne m'avait préparé, 
Je ne pouvais pas m’endormir. Tout ce que j'avais vu, la 
campagne, les refugiés, la mer, passait devant mes yeux. Je 
savais que l’Espagnole et son fils etaient couchés dans la mai- 
son. J’avais entendu la mère appeler le garçon Luis. Ce nom 
me paraissait étrange. Pour elle, je n’appris pas tout de suite 


x ; 
qu’elle s’appelait Marta. Dans ma téte, je la nommais simple- 
ment: l’Espagnole. 
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Je restai longtemps éveillée, dans la bonne raideur de 
mes draps. Quelque chose me troublait. Ce n’étaient pas seu- 
lement les gens inconnus, la ville nouvelle: j'avais souvent 
passé avec le grand-père des vacances à la mer. J'étais déjà 
arrivée, la nuit, dans une maison que je ne connaissais pas. 
Cette fois, c’était bien different. Je sentais l’odeur du port, 
et toujours, dans l’air, la méme douceur. Une musique jouait 
quelque part, je ne savais pas ou. De temps à autre, une petite 
vague retombait sur le sable. Des hommes passaient en chan- 
tant dans une langue que je ne comprenais pas: des marins 
d’un autre pays, sans doute. Je me disais que tous les chants, 
ceux des Espagnols ou des marins, se ressemblent, et que, peut- 
étre, les hommes chantent tous pour se donner du courage. Je 
me souvenais aussi des airs que Lucienne chantait autrefois en 
repassant, de sa voix fluette qui me donnait toujours envie de 
pleurer. Maintenant encore j’en avais envie. Mais je n’étais 
pas triste. Simplement, les bruits de la nuit, son silence, me 
serraient la gorge. 

Ma chambre aussi m’étonnait. Je revoyais l’appartement 
du grand-pére, toutes les piéces inutiles, pleines de meubles. 
Un instant, je regrettai mon ancien tapis. Mais, aussitöt, j’eus 
honte de ce regret. Mes draps sentaient bon. Chaque fois qu’une 
voiture passait dans la rue, les moellons rouges brillaient par 
terre. Sur les murs blanchis a la chaux, il n’y avait aucun ta- 
bleau. Je trouvais que ces couleurs, ce vide, allaient bien avec 
ce que j’avais remarqué dans la campagne: le ciel sans nua- 
ges, la lumiére, la rigidité des arbres. La chambre de Lucienne 
et de Pierre et la cuisine étaient plus encombrees. J’etais con- 
tente qu’on eût laissé la mienne aussi nue. Je pensais de nou- 
veau a Luis et à sa mére. Je me demandais ce qu’on aurait 
fait à la maison, si l’Espagnole avait frappé à la porte du grand- 
père. Pourtant, on disait du grand-père qu’il était bon. Le 
disait-on de Lucienne? D’où venait la différence? A Paris, la 
chambre du sixième où couchait Lucienne me paraissait très 
triste. Celle où j’etais aujourd’hui lui ressemblait pourtant. 
Mais je m’y sentais heureuse. Je songeai longtemps a ces cho- 
ses confuses. Sur le point de m’endormir, je voyais encore le 
train des réfugiés s’eloigner, lourd, chargé de ces hommes qui 


chantaient. 
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Je devais revoir Marta le lendemain. Dans la cuisine 
déja encombrée, j’apercus un lit-cage sur lequel l’Espagnole 


était assise. Lucienne me dit que Luis avait dormi chez les 


Cardenas. J’appris ainsi que Paul Cardenas habitait la mai- 
son avec son fils: Fabien et Luis avaient le méme äge; il était 
naturel qu’ils eussent partagé le méme lit. 

En voyant Marta assise sur ce lit de fortune, mon pre- 
mier mouvement avait été d’aller 4 elle en demandant pourquoi 
Piere Estorade n’avait pas placé le lit-cage dans ma chambre. 
Mais, è peine avais-je parlé que, sans comprendre pourquoi, 
j'éprouvai une sorte de gene. Et quand Lucienne dit: « Tu n’y 
penses pas, Helene! ». Je compris ce qu’était la honte. Je le 
sentais d’autant mieux que j’avais, 4 vrai dire, un peu de ré- 
pugnance à penser que Marta dormirait peut-être avec moi. 
Lucienne avait donc raison: je n’y pensais pas! Je me rappelai 
ce que j’avais envie de crier, le jour de son départ: « cela ne 
fait rien, c’est la bonne! ». Je regardai cette femme qui m’avait 
soignée depuis ma naissance. A cet instant, j’aurais tout fait 
disparaitre: l’oncle Antoine, la maison du grand-pére, Paris, 
pour étre née ici, pour ne pas trouver étrange cette maison, 
pour avoir le droit de dormir simplement avec Marta. Mais, 
en songeant a elle, ma vague répugnance ne me quittait pas. 
C’est de ce jour que je me mis plus souvent a rougir. 


Je compris vite que Lucienne et son mari ne pouvaient 
pas s’entendre. Pierre Estorade était un homme sanguin, aux 
yeux toujours injectés. Au premier regard qu’il jeta sur moi, 
je fus effrayée par ses lèvres rouges, et par je ne sais quoi 
dans sa personne qui me rappelait ce peintre qui m’avait fait, 
autrefois, reculer jusqu’a la porte du salon avec la crainte 
absurde d’ètre mangée. A force de vivre avec lui, et par une 
sorte d’équilibre, Lucienne paraisait avoir perdu tout son sang. 
Elle était devenue pàle et presque jaune. Elle ne se poudrait 
plus. Ses cheveux, déjà sans éclats, étaient maintenant tout-à- 
fait ternes. Je remarquai bientôt qu’elle ne chantait plus. Je 
regardais parfois à la dérobée, quand nous étions tous trois 
autour de la table, la téte penchée de Lucienne, son air résigné, 
sa bouche trop mince qui, me semblait-il, mangeait sans 
plaisir, et en face d’elle les joues un peu bleues de Pierre 
Estorade, sa langue qui passait sur ses lèvres... Malgré moi, et 
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malgré l’espèce de frayeur que cet homme m’inspirait, je me 
_ demandais avec un peu de remord si, de ces deux êtres si dif- 
A wi ts x ; : 

ferents, ce n’etait pas Lucienne qui avait tort. 


J’ai oublie comment je rencontrai Fabien Cardenas, et 
quand je revis Luis. Je sais qu’ils étaient la et que, de tout 
l’été, nous ne devions guère nous quitter. Ils m’intimidaient. 
_Jétais une fille, et, qui plus est, une Parisienne. Je croyais 
sentir chez eux un peu de mépris. Entre nous, une distance 
existait, et j’en avais honte. Depuis le premier jour, sans que 
jy puisse rien, devant Paul Cardenas ou Marta je me sentais 
presque coupable. 

Paul Cardenas était à cette époque un homme grand, très 
fort, d’une gaité de coeur qui paraissait sur son visage. Il était 
maçon. Marta et Luis habitèrent bientôt une piece assez vaste 
ou Cardenas avait longtemps rangé ses outils. Je me souviens 
des dimanches et des soirs où nous l’aidions à vider, puis a 
blanchir cette chambre jusqu’alors laissée 4 l’abandon. Nous, 
les enfants, transportions par un petit escalier les trétaux, les 
truelles, les bacs tachés de platre sec, jusqu’a un réduit situé 
sous le toit. Toute la chaleur du jour emmagasinée derriére la 
porte nous suffoquait des l’entree. Il fallait pénétrer dans cette 
sorte de four qui sentait la tuile chaude, le bois poussiéreux, 
et l’odeur de l’eucalyptus dont les feuilles touchaient la lucar- 
ne. Une fois lä, nous ne voulions plus descendre. Serres les 
uns contre les autres, nous heurtant à chaque mouvement, nous 
finissions par nous asseoir. Le plancher etait tiede. Nous n’a- 
vions plus envie de rire ni de crier comme en bas. Quelquefois, 
nous parlions ä mi-voix. Penchees a cause des murs mansar- 
des, nos tétes se trouvaient rapprochees. Nous sentions mu- 
tuellement nos souffles. 

C’est la, mais au grand jour, dans la chaleur presque into- 
lerable, que je me trouvai une fois seule avec Fabien. Sa figure 
était rouge, peut-être à cause de cette chaleur. Il ne disait 
rien. Il finit par s’asseoir à mes pieds. Je ne parlais pas moi 
non plus. A deux, le bavardage était difficile, inutile. Je por- 
tais des espadrilles retenues 4 la cheville par des cordons. 
Fabien se mit à jouer avec ces cordons, la tête baissée, toujours 
sans rien dire. Il faisait très chaud. Tout cela était inhabituel. 
Je sentais sa main toucher ma cheville comme par mégarde. 
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Je me disais que ce jeu était absurde, qu’il fallait me lever, 
parler, repousser Fabien. Mais je restais là, sans mouvements. 
J'éprouvais un vague plaisir à sentir ses doigts bouger légère- 
ment sur ma jambe, et surtout, je crois, a voir Fabien assis 
par terre, si bas, 4 mes pieds. A ce moment nous entendimes 
Vescalier grincer. La porte disjointe s’ouvrit: c'était Luis. Nous 
recommencames à parler. Luis avait un regard different, pres- 
que méchant. Quelque chose s’etait glissé entre nous. Il me 
| sembla que ce jeu était bien plus vrai qu’un autre; que tout 
4 ce que je cherchais 4 comprendre depuis longtemps, — depuis 
le jour ou, a Paris, sur les ardoises tiedes du balcon, j’avais 
G deviné la forme d'un couple -— s'éclairait un peu; que les 
N; joues rouges de Fabien, le regard mauvais de Luis, tout cela 
faisait partie du mystére, comme en avaient fait partie, autre- 


fois, les yeux du peintre fixés sur moi à travers la vitre du 
salon. Et surtout, je devinais à mon trouble que c'était la 
une affaire importante, la seule peut-étre. Nous redescendi- 
mes. En bas, j’etais de nouveau «la Parisienne ». 


Dans mon souvenir, ces premiéres vacances sont les plus 
longues. Peut-étre parce que, plus jeune, le temps me parais- 
sait moins rapide. Je parcourais avec Luis et Fabien les peti- 
tes rues du quartier. Aux heures les plus chaudes, nous allions 
8 aussi nous baigner. Le bain pris, nous revenions vers le port. 
Sur la plage, je regardais les familles assises sous les parasols. 
Je songeais aux vacances que j’avais passées avec le grand-pére, 
l’oncle Antoine, mes tantes. Je courais rejoindre Fabien et 
Luis. Je marchais pieds nus comme eux. En me voyant rentrer 
sans chaussures, Lucienne essayait de protester: « Tu n’y pen- 
ses pas! ». Mais, peu à peu, j'avais change. Maintenant, j'y 
pensais. I] serait bien temps 4 la rentrée... 

Je ne m’etais plus trouvée seule avec l’un des garcons. 
Je profitais simplement du beau temps, des vacances. Mon 
plaisir était sans mélange. Seulement, quand je voyais Marta, 
sa belle figure toujours lasse, sa robe noire, j'étais intimidée. 
Devant elle, sans raison, je rougissais. Cette femme qui partait 
dés le matin laver le linge des autres m’impressionnait. Quel- 
que chose, dans sa manière de porter la téte, dans son regard 
me donnait envie d’ètre « meilleure ». Ce mot, qui me restait | 
du vocabulaire du grand-père, je le comprenais maintenant: | 
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_ cela voulait dire être plus fière, essayer enfin de ressembler 
à Marta. 

Je ne sais plus si ce fut cet été là ou un autre que j appris 
comment Marta et Luis avaient quitté leur maison. Ils n’a- 
vaient rien emporté, sauf un drap. Ils ne savaient pas pourquoi 
ce drap plutöt qu’autre chose. Peut-étre Marta avait-elle pris 
le seul objet qui se trouvat prés de la porte, alors qu’il était 
trop tard pour rentrer dans la maison, avec l’enfant qui la 
tirait, l’entrainait avec les autres vers les arbres. Le draps était 
lourd. Ils ne l’avaient pas abandonné. Quand la nuit tombait, 
Marta faisait coucher Luis près d'elle, tantôt à l’abri d'un mur, 
tantót au bord de la route et elle étendait le drap sur eux. 
Sa douceur l’endormait. Le matin, il l’aidait à secouer les 
aiguilles de pin ou la terre tombées sur lui pendant leur som- 
meil. Puis ils le pliaient. Et en sentant dans ses bras le poids 
de la toile, comme il Pavait souvent senti dans la cour de la 
maison, Luis croyait qu'en se retournant brusquement, tout 
allait se trouver à sa place autour de lui: la maison, la cour, 
la charrette et le figuier. Peut-étre Marta le croyait-elle aussi. 
Ils repartaient sur la route, au milieu des autres réfugiés. Ils 
marchaient jusqu’a ce que la fatigue ou la nuit les arrétat. 
Quelque fois, le matin, quelqu’un était endormi prés d’eux, la 
téte posée sur un coin du drap. 

Luis ne savait plus quand il avait appris la mort de son 
pere. Tout était confus dans sa mémoire, sauf le visage déja 
ridé de Marta, son visage sali par la poussiére, couvert de 
sueur, pendant la marche. Elle n’était pas vieille alors, mais 

Luis le croyait. Ce qu'il voyait en pensant à la jeunesse de 
sa mere, c’etait une femme immobile, souriante, sur une 
photographie: elle était assise sur une chaise, les pieds tran- 
quillement croisés, et, de ses deux mains posées sur sa robe, 
elle tenait une fleur. Mais il ne croyait pas vraiment à cette 
image. Comment supposer que sa mére avait eu cette figure 
lisse, comment la voir se promener avec Antonio, a travers le 
bois ou le village, et cueillir des fleurs. Pouvait-il imaginer 
Marta marchant sans fatigue, se mettant en route pour la ville 
où le photographe l’attend? Non, il se rappelait seulement le 
départ dans le bois, puis les routes où passaient les camions. 
Comment aussi il avait dormi par terre, couché sous le drap. 
Il avait presque oublié tout ce qui s'était passé avant l’exode. 
L’époque où Antonio était parti était lointaine. Il se souve- 
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nait d’avoir écouté souvent les nouvelles 4 la radio, mais où. 
était done ce poste dont il revoyait l’étoffe jaune, dont il avait 
entendu la voix enrouée épeler le nom des villes, dénombrer 
les morts? La guerre n’était encore pour l’enfant que rumeurs 
d’avions, discussions d’hommes devant les portes des maisons. 
Puis les bruits s'étaient rapprochés. Un soir, des blessés cou- 
chés sur des civiéres étaient passés par le village. Marta, com- 
me les autres femmes leur avaient donné 4a boire. Peut-étre, 
chaque fois qu’une nouvelle civiére apparaissait sur la route, 
craignait-elle de reconnaitre son mari. L’un des blesses avait 
les cheveux blancs; ses joues étaient ridées, ses yeux brillants. 
Est-ce parce qu’il avait regardé Luis un instant? Ou bien Mar- 
ta lui avait-elle donné plus longuement à boire? Luis n’avait 
pas oublié ce visage. S’il cherchait a se rappeler son pere, 
c’étaient ces yeux, ces cheveux blancs qu'il revoyait. 

Ce jour-la, Luis avait suivi les blessés a travers bois avec 
les autres enfants. Puis, a la nuit, il était remonté au village. 
Pourquoi, en songeant à son père qu’il n’a pas revu, pense-t-il 
toujours au cortège des civières sous les arbres? 

Depuis que Luis vivait dans la nouvelle ville, depuis qu’il 
allait en classe avec Fabien, sans doute les souvenirs s’effa- 
caient-ils peu a peu de sa mémoire. Pourtant, la nuit, il s’eveil- 
lait souvent en sursaut, croyant voir l’homme couché sur la 
route, tel qu'il Pavait vu pendant l’exode, avec cette tache noire 
à la place du visage. Et il voyait aussi la main de Marta s’ap- 
procher de sa figure, la détourner. Mais il avait déjà apercu 
ce qu’elle voulait lui cacher. Elle avait alors sorti de sa poche 
un mouchoir, peut-ètre le seul qu’elle eut emporté. Et elle 
en avait recouvert cette chose qui avait été un visage d’hom- 
me. Elle avait étalé le mouchoir sur lui. Puis ils avaient conti- 
nué leur chemin. Luis avait pensé: « Pour cette fois, il a suffi 
d’un mouchoir. Peut-ètre allons-nous découvrir beaucoup de 
visages semblables. Et elle étendra le drap sur eux». Mais 
elle ne le fit pas. Elle passa devant eux, détournant la figure 
de Luis, ne s’arrétant méme pas. 

Longtemps après, Luis se dressait encore dans le nouveau 
lit, croyant voir devant lui le mouchoir blanc, ou entendant 
la voix de Marta: « Ne regarde pas ». Il ne se souvenait peut- 
étre méme pas des mots, mais du ton. Il se levait alors. A 
travers les fentes des volets, il regardait le port, ses lumières. 
Il se rendormait entre les draps neufs, songeant á son ami 
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Fabien qui était fort, qui n’avait jamais eu peur. A Fabien 
pour qui la mort elle-méme était un jeu. 


Le soir, nous dinions töt. Pierre Estorade, en rentrant, 
commengait par se laver. Torse nu, ses gros bras ruisselants 
d’eau, il se penchait sous le robinet et se frottait si fort la 
tete que je m'attendais chaque fois à la voir tomber, rouler 
dans l’évier. J’étais fascinée par la forme de ses poils, sava- 
ment ordonnés sur son dos. Par plaques épaisses, ils formaient - 
des spirales. Entre ces dessins monstrueux, sa peau était lisse 
comme celle d’un enfant. 

Rafraîchi, il s’asseyait dans la cuisine éclaboussée jusqu’au 
plafond. Lucienne rangeait ses vêtements épars, passait un 
balai par terre. Dans l’odeur de la serpilliére et de la soupe, 
Pierre avait l’air content. Après le dîner, il repoussait son as- 
siette et étalait devant lui un paquet de tabac, des allumettes, 
un petit cahier de papier. De ses gros doigts, il emplissait la 
feuille à petites pincées. Il roulait enfin la cigarette d’un geste 
rapide, toujours le même. En passant sa langue sur le papier, 
il me regardait. Je me sauvais en entendant craquer l’alu- 
mette. L’odeur de ce gros tabac m’écoeurait. 

Dehors, je retrouvais les autres. Nous montions souvent 
sur la place. En septembre, il faisait nuit. Je me souviens de 
la grosse pendule qui sonnait les heures dans le clocher, des 
arbustes qui formaient un fourré au pied du presbytère, sous 
les tuiles avancées du toit. Des autres quartiers de la ville 
aussi, que nous pouvions voir de là-haut, illuminés, de l’autre 
côté du port. Nous n’allions jamais par là. Fabien nous citait 
le nom des grands hôtels. Ce n’etaient pour nous que des en- 
seignes brillantes. Notre quartier nous suffisait. I] était à lui 
seul une petite ville. Nous ne songions pas à le quitter. Peut- 
être aussi nous avait-on défendu d’aller trop loin. Je pensais 
que la ville toute entière était faite de ruelles, d’escaliers frais. 
Simplement, ces hôtels éclatants, le casino, étaient posés là, le 
long de la mer, comme les grands paquebots qui s’arrêtaient 
parfois toute une nuit au large de la baie, et le matin, avaient 
disparu. Ce qui me tentait, je le sais, c’étaient les collines sans 
lumières que nous devinions derrière la ville. 

Une fois, c’était à la fin de septembre, il faisait tout-à-fait 
nuit. La pendule venait de sonner l’heure à laquelle j'avais 
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promis à Lucienne de rentrer. Les deux garcons, cachés dans 
le fourré du curé, comme nous l’appelions, essayaient de me 
retenir. Ils voulaient monter sur le toit du presbytère par un 
chemin qu’ils connaissaient bien, pour atteindre une niche où 


. . La . y. 
personne ne pouvait les voir. C'était un secret qu'ils accep- 


taient de me livrer, bien que je ne fusse qu'une fille, parce que 
j'allais bientöt partir. Je pensais bien a la pauvre Lucienne, 
mais pouvais-je m'en aller sans connaítre le secret? Fabien 
monta le premier sur le chéneau. Une rangée de jeunes cy- 
prés cachait la gouttiére. Luis croisa les mains pour me faire 
la courte échelle. D’en haut, Fabien devait m’aider. Je n’ai 
pas oublié Podeur des cyprés, ni la rude épaiseur des bran- 
ches où je m’accrochais des deux mains. Mais, je ne sais com- 
ment, les branches glissérent. Je retombai brutalement entre 
le mur rugueux et les arbres. Luis était debout contre moi. 
Je sentais mon bras écorché du haut en bas me brüler. Une 
sorte de brume me brouillait les yeux, tandis que je restais 
la, les jambes tremblantes, le ventre crispé. De nouveau, com- 
me avec Fabien, je ne pouvais pas bouger. La douleur cui- 
sante de mon bras elle-méme me paraissait delicieuse. Je ne 
sais pourquoi je pensai avec colére au grand-pére. Peut-étre, 
inconsciemment, tout ce qu’il m’avait appris touchant le bien 
et le mal, ou méme le péché, me revenait à l’esprit a cet 
instant. Luis ne bougeait pas plus que moi. Enfin, aprés une 
longue minute, la voix de Fabien nous arriva de là-haut. 
« Qu’est-ce qui se passe? ». Luis s’écarta de moi et dit sim- 
plement: «elle est tombée ». Fabien répondit avec colère 
qu’il le savait bien, qu'il l’avait prévu. Bien sûr, je n'étais 
qu’une fille. Mais, comme la brûlure de ma peau arrachée de- 
puis le coude, le vague mépris que je sentais dans ses propos 
me faisait plaisir. Nous rentrâmes sans plus parler. 


Je partis quelques jours plus tard. Lucienne m’accompa- 
gna a la gare. Je retrouvai le quai où j’avais vu les réfugiés. 
Cette fois, il était vide. J’étais génée par une robe que je 
n’avais pas mise de tout l’été. Luis et Fabien m’avaient à peine 
regardée partir. Les adieux, c’était bon pour une fille, pour 
Lucienne. Je me répétais à moi-même que cela m'était bien 
égal. La gorge serrée, j’embrassai Lucienne. Puis sa silhouet- 
te menue s'éloigna, disparut: j’étais partie. Des larmes de co- 
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lére me montaient aux yeux. Je détestais ces vacances, cette 
ville, Paris, tout le monde. Dans la gare des marchandises, le 
train ralentit un peu. Fabien était perché sur un vieux wagon. - 
Il faisait de grands signes avec ses bras. Luis était debout sur 
la passerelle. Aveuglée par la fumée rabattue par ce pont, 
je ne pouvais pas voir sa figure. Sans m’occuper des gens qui 
me regardaient, je me mis 4 pleurer vraiment. Je ne detestais 
plus rien. 

Je pleurai longtemps, avec complaisance. Le balancement 
du train, la cöte qui défilait sous mes yeux, la mer que je 
ne verrais plus de tout l’hiver, tout augmentait mon chagrin. 
Des que mes larmes semblaient taries, je me hätais de pen- 
ser a Fabien debout sur son wagon, à Luis 4 demi caché par 
la fumée. Ou bien je me répétais que j’étais seule, que je 
partais... De nouveau, les yeux me piquaient. Il me semblait 
que mon malheur n’était plus celui d’un enfant mais que, 
pour quelque temps encore, j’avais le droit de me conduire 
selon mon age. Je me mouchais bruyamment. Je léchais ma 
bouche salée. J’étais bien. 


Je léve les yeux. Devant moi, Lucienne lave les assiettes. 
Sur ses bras, les lunes retroussées laissent voir deux poignets 
maigres, rougis par l’eau chaude. Je veux l'aider, mais elle me 
repousse du coude en disant: «Tu n’y penses pus! ». Elle na 
donc pas changé. Je la laisse faire. Dans la maison, le bruit 
des voix, des radios, tout s'éteint. Je quitte Lucienne, et je 
descends la rampe dans Pombre des maisons, jusqu’à la ville. 
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Tant de réves à compter d’un pied d’herbe 
Des remous d'une branche d’une détresse d’insecte d'un chemin 
de fourmi 

ae Tant de réves visages d heures as dans l’or ancien des livres _ 
d’heures 

Dans le blé compact des désirs pains lumineux sur la tranchée 
des villages endormis 

- Tant de rêves promesses de regain sous le frisson des pierres — 
dans le gel 

Dans le hasard heureux des graines vagabondes 


n 


Les heures ici s’allongent comme les ombres immenses du soir 

Mousse du temps conquis dans le baiser du vent à fleur de sol 

Dans le chant des repousses d’oliviers 

i Dans le noyau du printemps éternel nourri d’un terreau 

d’ombre 

_ Voyages éperdus frissonnants sur les murs des villages ocres 

; a vif 

_ Sur les murs bleus du soleil dans quelques taches jaunes dor * 

| Espace cri profond par delà la toison noire des forêts im- |. 

mobiles | 
_ L'homme délègue la grâce à tous ces signes qui l'entourent 

Pétouffent 


y 
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| Et éclatent la nuit venue en poussière laiteuse d'étoiles 

Si loin de ce carré de pierres et d’herbes dures 

Où il pergoit les signes noirs qui déjà rodent et gravitent 

Dans le ciel qu’un remous aveugle effacera 

Pour ne laisser du champ qu’à la glorieuse pourriture en for- 
me de merci. 


fi 


Un espoir echoit peut-étre a une terre farouche 

Parmi les éboulis de pierres millénaires 4 
Le vent délegue son salut aux arbres attentifs 

Au frémissement mystérieux d'une feuille 

Et les saisons honorent cette patience 


Mais ici nul salut un constat de mains vides 
Qui cherchent leur raison 

Dans un tirant d oiseaux au large 

Oiseaux chargés de tout le poids du monde 
Images acharnées à combler ce vide 

Des départs journaliers où se perdent des fruits 


Dans l’épaisseur des murs sous les combles 
Où des étoffes aux couleurs päles ne ceignent que l’oubli 
Fleurs vaines écharpes sans caresses 


Dans la blessure vive des carriéres 

Un insecte parfois fait débouler des pierres 
Qui retentissent dans l’espace 

Ou s’effile tout un tissu de réveries 

Les mots greffés sur ce silence douloureux 
Manquent de terre et dair 

Masure lézardée le jour s’ecroule 

Trop d’images impossibles l’accablent 
Trop de portes descellées battent au loin 
Comme les folles pulsations d'un coeur 
Soif hallucinée Paride désert de la page 
Fröle ce monde d’herbes heureuses 

Sans pouvoir arracher le voile d’ombre 
Au-dela duquel baignent de secretes racines 
Dans une intacte mesure d’eau. 


71 


BLESSURE D’UNE COLLINE 


L’arbre sur le repos d’une combe farouche 
dresse le compte de l’oubli 


La voix d’une forêt lointaine ne parvient pas 
A franchir ce lieu de pierres augurales 

Et le nommer si proche de son ombre 

Est blessure ouverte par Porage 

Au coeur méme des mots impuissants 


A peine entrevu ce visage damitié 
Qw il fane au soufre du couchant 
Sur l’aride blancheur de la page 


dda 


Sur un socle de vent une saison prend force 
Et de vieux murs ignorent leur défaite 

Ce proche avenir d’eboulis 

Sous le silence et la raideur de l’arbre mort 
Un visage échevelé d’amandier se signale 
Bonjour d’enfance et dernier geste vert 


O storti 


Dans les cercles tracés par l’oiseau attentif 
Aux signes de cette terre heureuse 

Un seul frisson d’homme 

Tourné vers d’impossibles alliances 


Bi LE GRANGEON DE SIFFREIN | 


Il est du secret de quelques pierres abandonnées 
D’accorder le silence avec la joie du coeur 

De livrer l’harmonie du vieux monde 

En quelques branches d’amandier 

Même le vent se fait léger 

Pour aborder ces terres parfumées 

Aux lèvres ocres quêteuses d’orage 

Le dernier soleil luit toujours È 
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Estompe les failles brutales 

Un sommeil de surface livré aux oiseaux 
Berce le jour oublié 

Et le corps roule sur la vague des crétes 
S’accorde au bruissement des pins 

Dans l’ordonnancement méme du vent 


Terre nue où s'évase la solitude 
Qu’un signe de conquéte lance 
Comme une graine sur le devers fragile du destin 


OUTILS DE VENT 


Le besoin à la longue prend mesure dun champ si 
vaste 

Qu’aucun cadastre le contient 

Marche du coeur forcené 

Et toujours les broussailles rousseur du temps perdu 

Où Porage s’émousse 


Tant de visages inconnus roulent alors 
Au delà de cet espace mesuré 
Où proliferent d’étranges fleurs dhébétude 


Le dos brisé contre les pierres hostiles 

Piegé par ce besoin perdu dans ses signes d’appel 
Un homme dévasté se rencogne 

Dans langle minuscule de sa force 

Qu’un peu de terre retient 


A la limite du silence 
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REQUIEM 


Saveur, belle embellie, 
0 mémoire, 

Quel oiseau s’envola 

Et lequel s’abattit? 

Et fut-il un accueil 

L’ecueil dont tu mourus? 


Saveur, belle embellie, 
Des landes des visages 
Chacun tire le sien 
Comme une feuille 
D'un même arbre. 


Saveur, belle embellie, 
Cesse de maquiller 

La monotone ruse. 
Sois fidèle salive 

Par les rales viteux 
Et les cris miroitants. 


Ne nomme plus. 

Ni Péclat ni la sente. 
Sois Paride cardeuse 
Qui méle les forets 
Pour la survie du feu 


Ed 


t sur la table rase À 


-D'un bleu matin des terres 
Sera l'arbre, debout, 
_ Evadé des orages. — 


Que sa vertébrale beauté 
S’epanche en ramée 
Et tressaille en flambeau, at 
Bergere et bücheronne 4 
En sa sève élancée. "3 


Que Vépaisseur du monde, 
Source de nos délires, 
N’exile pas sa fleur 

Dans la saveur du fruit. 


Sidérale pensée, mon amande, 
Au fourchement du vivre 
Il faut s’ouvrir au vide 

Ou se corrompre au sol. 


Paix sur toi, saisonnier. 
Ta chair s’eveille, se rendort, Br 
Plus lente et lourde de gagner 
Les limbes de la terre et de Pair. 


Paix sur toi, renaissant, 
Tout bruissant de miel bleu 
Quand le grillon sévade 

Et que mes jambes ploient 
Sous ma tête qui tourne. 


Paix sur toi, paix sur moi, 

Et Páme saigne sous l’écorce. 

Plus du chant. L’oiseau mue. 

Silence, abeille sur sa fleur. 

Rien ne tarde — qu'attends-tu? 

Le soir docile à son licol? 

La mort, soeur ainée des paupieres? 
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| Non, ne la regarde pas. © 
C'est une ombre qui danse 
Dans un jet de couleurs, 
C’est un lambeau de nue 
Dans le vent des Chimères. 


Elle a la peau claire 

Et son rire est barbare, 

Et ses seins tremblent 

Sous [haleine des cris, 

Et Vheure est toujours fraiche 
Qui la voit en dentelles, 


Et Pinstant reverdit 
Quand elle s'adosse au vent 
Comme les hautes herbes. 


ur 


Au bord de sa marelle, 
A la lisiere d’etre femme, 


Jeune fille, 
Au seul bruit de sa robe dans l'herbe 
J’entends la mort passer le soupirail. 
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EXTRAITS D'UN ÉCHANGE DE LETTRES ENTRE 
HOFMANNSTHAL ET CARL BURCKHARDT 


L’échange de lettres entre Hofmannsthal et Carl Burck- 
hardt couvre une période de dix ans, de 1919 à 1929, entre 
l’arrivée à Vienne du jeune attaché à la légation de Suisse et 
la mort subite de Hofmannsthal, le lendemain de sa dernière 
lettre qui annonce la mort de son fils Franz. 

| Nous avons donné plus de place, dans ce choix de lettres, 
destiné spécialement au public français, de Botteghe Oscu- 
re à celles dont Carl Burckhardt est l’auteur, car les lettres 
de Hofmannsthal, très personnelles, supportent mal d’être dé- 
tachées de l’unité du livre. Les lettres de son correspondant, 
par contre, traitent souvent de sujets généraux. 

Nous ne citerons donc que trois lettres du grand poète 
autrichien en les intégrant dans cette introduction même, 
afin d'établir le climat et l'atmosphère de cette vie, si inten- 
sément liée au destin de l'Autriche. 


Rodaun, 11 mars 1919 


… Souvent j'ai de la peine en pensant comme doit être 
« éprouvant » pour vous votre séjour à Vienne. Naturellement, 
je le comprends tout à fait. Ici la société m’a donné quelques 
très bons amis. Du reste je l’ai toujours considérée comme une 
sorte de paysage, mais jamais avant ce paysage ne m'était 
apparu sous un éclairage aussi macabre, et peut-être était-ce 
celui qu'il supportait le moins. Le Déclin de l'Occident ? est 


1 de Spengler. 
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il 
D: le titre du livre qui, actuellement, m'occupe, me fatigue, m’at- | 
tire, et à nouveau se détache de moi. | 

Peut-être pourriez-vous venir jusqu'ici pour une demi- 
journée. 


Adieu et au revoir 
Hofmannsthal 


PS. Ci-joint le programme de Salzbourg. 


Bad Aussee, 10 septembre 1926 


… Mais plus je vieillis, plus j’aime mon destin chaque jour 
davantage, et je commence aussi à aimer jusqu’au cruel re- | 
virement des choses, parce que me voici force de le subir, la 
dureté même et les violences des événements m’aident à m’ele- 
ver au-dessus d’eux, au lieu de me lamenter avec complaisance 
sur tout ce qui a été détruit avec l’Autriche, et de gâcher le | 
reste de mon existence dans une amertume stérile. J'ai gardé | 
mon pays, mais je n’ai plus de patrie, sauf l’Europe. Il faut 
que je le saisisse bien, car seule la clarté préserve de la lente. 
destruction de soi. Mais je ne suis pas assez fort pour suppor- 
ter seul de pareils changements. J'ai besoin d’aide, et personne — 

ne peut m’en donner autant que vous... 


Rodaun, le 6 avril 1929 


.. L’autre jour, dans mon lit, entre autres pensées fugaces 
et inconsistantes, une sorte de raisonnement s’échafauda, je 
me mis à songer à nos relations mutuelles. La difference d’âge | 
de dix-huit ans demeure toujours la méme, mais la significa- 
tion d’un tel intervalle varie beaucoup selon l’échelon de l’exis- 
tence duquel on le considère. Pour nous, c'est au début que «| 
à la situation était la plus heureuse. Vous étiez un jeune homme, © 
i au-dessous ou juste autour de la trentaine. Mais moi, sous | 
i le fardeau des années de guerre et de tout ce qui s’en suivait, - 
a j'étais un homme vieilli, proche de la cinquantaine. Certaines 
at choses que vous sentiez en moi, dans ma vie et mon expe- 
Das rience, vous rappelaient votre père, et vous touchaient, la dif- 
férence d’äge n’agissant entre nous que comme un intervalle | 
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_ harmonieux. La situation s’est transposée. Devenu homme, ce 
qui en votre coeur était plus jeune que votre âge s’est effacé, 
mais demeure bien juvénile une violente impatience. Entre 
temps votre entendement si sûr rejetait tout ce qui lui sem- 
blait manquer de maturité. Aujourd’hui je ne suis plus de 
beaucoup le plus âgé, mais seulement celui qui, d'une manière 
étrange est en avance de vous, de sorte que nos jugements ne 
se distinguent pas l’un de l’autre comme symboles de nos 
âges. Dans un rapport devenu imprécis, je suis devenu cet 
homme de cinquante-cinq ans que l’âge et la mort ont effleuré 
de la pointe de leur lance, sans encore l’avoir transfiguré. 
Mais je ne puis transmettre la clef de mon état intérieur. Moi- 
même à quarante-cing et à cinquante ans, je n’avais aucune 
explication de mon être d’aujourd’hui. Et un jour le rapport 
de nos âges sera de cinquante à soixante-huit. Ce qui en 
résultera est fort douteux, peut-être pour le plus jeune un 
devoir irréalisable, de pure critique et d’impatience; il est 
impossible de le savoir, et infructueux d’y penser. 


BURCKHARDT À HOFMANNSTHAL 


Vienne, 1919 


Oui, la génération à laquelle nous appartenons avec vingt 
ans de différence est actuellement exposée aux malédictions 
du passé comme aux menaces de l’avenir. Des forces opposées 
s’entrechoquent et nous voici debout comme sur une ile; la 
marée monte, bientôt elle va submerger notre refuge. Pourrons- 
nous construire notre arche à temps? J’en doute. Mais la 
valeur humaine s’est développée à l’inverse des réussites exté- 
rieures. 

La technique nous procure d’immenses possibilités. Avant 
tout elle s’emploie à la surproduction, à l’augmentation d'un 
confort vulgaire, ou à la constante multiplication des moyens 
de destruction. L’archéologie et la philologie nous font entre- 
voir d’innombrables civilisations superposées, elles créent des 
visions souvent nébuleuses, des théories contradictoires qui, en 
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veloppé chez l’Europeen des facultés intellectuelles qui, ap- 
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fin de compte, deviennent des arguments pour des tendances 
politiques ou des penchants psychologiques. Pourtant, celui 
qui dans les temps futurs considérera notre époque, s'étonnera 
de ses réussites. 

Les plus grandes créations appartiennent au domaine des 
sciences exactes. La méthode scolastique, jadis, avait de- 


pliquées depuis le siècle dernier aux problèmes de la matière, 
devinrent dangereusement efficaces. 

Mais actuellement notre raisonnement est absorbé par les 
sciences naturelles et la technique, au détriment d’autres do- 
maines de la recherche. Il faut que l’esprit humain apprenne 
a s'élever au-dessus de ses propres accomplissements; jusqu’a 
présent la philosophie n'a pas su s'intégrer la technique, elle 
parle trop souvent dans le vide, et se tenant à Pécart des 
réalités du siecle... 

... Quant à nous, vous et moi, nous sommes quelque chose 
de trés particulier, presque de suspect, des Européens étran- 
gers à la technique et par cela isolés dans notre époque, ce 
qui nous oblige 4 juger avec précaution. Nous sommes té- 
moins d'événements, dont nous sentons la menace, en méme 
temps nous sommes obligés de reconnaítre leur grandeur. Pa- 
tience: celui qui veille tard peut espérer rencontrer les tót 
levés qui, peut-étre, auront la force de dominer tous les se- 
crets de la nature, décelés de nos jours par une nouvelle 
sagesse. Avant que ne soit atteint cet état, nous resterons 
exposé aux catastrophes. Mais ne vous semble-t-il pas que 
les vraies lumiéres sont plus rapprochées du présent qu’el- 
les ne l’étaient des utopies du XVIIIe siècle. Notre science 
de la nature parcourt une voie sinueuse, parfois souterraine, 
mais soudainement elle va aboutir en pleine clarte, nous lais- 
sant d’abord éblouis, puis surpris par une nouvelle evidence. 


Bale, 1919 


„Tempus est loquendi, tempus est tacendi. Le temps du 
silence devient une necessité: l’on parle trop sans rien dire, 
Pon travaille trop sans rien accomplir. La fin des grandes 
idees capables de nous bouleverser est bien proche. La mort 
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de la beauté qui était celle de l’ancien monde en suivit. Son 
rayonnement s’est éteint sous des rires sardoniques; déplaisent 
aussi le son pur et le mot vrai: 


Ist’s nicht der Mantel noch gesäter Sterne? 
Ist's nicht der Liebe hochverklärtes All? 1. 


Oui, le manteau d’étoiles est en lambeaux. Tout se défait, se 
détruit par la recherche du plus grand effet. Celui qui signale 
la vilenie de tels procédés est considéré comme un ennemi, 
et l’adversaire est celui qui lie au lieu de dénouer. Par an- 
goisse devant la nuit profonde, tout demande un éclaircisse- 
ment. « De la nuit ils veulent faire le jour, » dit Novalis, com- 
me Job il y a déja des siécles. 

Oh, qu’une zone de silence puisse s’intercaler entre la 
veille et le lendemain afin que l’aube prochaine se lève plus 
pure. 

Dans La Femme sans ombre? seuls quelques uns, vrai- 
ment des exceptions qui auraient trouvé place sur les siéges 
de cette chambre, y ont reconnu l’existence d’une vertu secrete 
capable de surmonter cette sorte de schizophrénie qui résulte 
de l’introspection insidieuse, introduite par Socrate, cette ma- 
ladie qui n’avait cessé de se développer, de Saint-Augustin a 
Rousseau et Kierkegaard, pour devenir épidémique, chez ce 
qui s'appelle depuis un siècle, « l’homme moderne»; et ce 
grand rève surmonte magistralement les pires tares de notre 
époque. 

J’ai lu ce conte en plein calme, de plus en plus détendu 
jusqu’a sa fin, qui est l’explication de votre propre destinée. 
Et mes remerciements s’augmentent de ma gratitude que pa- 
reille chose puisse exister de notre temps, ou les démons re- 
belles vont s’entredéchirer dans une vraie guerre breughe- 
lienne, qui risque d’éclater n’importe quand. 


Vienne, le 2 février 1920 


..Sans cesse depuis mon retour de Suisse ce n’était qu’une 
chasse fantömatique devant mille visages. Dans notre bureau 
se déversait le flot de réfugiés pleins de miséres qui avaient 


1 Goethe, Le Divan. 
2 Die Frau ohne schatten. 
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à subi l’innomable, mais aussi de chevaliers d’industrie et d’aven- 
turiers. Tous veulent aller vers l’ouest, le plus loin possible 
F autour de la planète, luttant, se plaignant, mendiant ou escro- 
| quant, pour finalement aboutir la oü le grand flot les avait 
arraches. Quel temps sans mesure, quel espace sans solidite, 
où le passe, le present l’avenir et l’espoir s’entrechoquent en 
desordre, dans une atmosphere de desespoir ou d’intention 
mauvaise: sans suite dans les événements, sans début ni 
fin. Le souvenir demeure le seul bien que nul ne peut vous 
arracher, et c’est pour beaucoup la seule consolation. Mais 
d’autre ne l’invoquent que pour le maudire. Car tout ce qui 
soutenait jadis est mis en miettes avec d’affreux rires. Tout est 
déformé maladivement, diaboliquement. La face et les profils 
de l’existence sont exhibés a la fois, aussi le haut et le bas 
tout ensemble. Déjà bien avant la guerre l’art ne s’est-il pas 
a efforcé de faire cela, voulant également exprimer des choses 
4 sans début ni fin?... 


Udine, Mars 1922 


..Voici mon premier séjour en Italie. Rilke disait que 
depuis la guerre l’on ne pouvait plus voyager ni regarder les 
choses comme avant, que tout était devenu irréel. Telle fut son 
impression 4 Venise devant les palais, les églises, surtout de- 

vant les tabeaux. C'est qu’avec sa sensibilité de sismographe il 
| ressentait tres fort la plus légére vibration. Rien de pareil ne 
mi, m'est arrivé. Mais il avait vu tout cela un nombre incalculable 
de fois, se souvenani des grands enthousiasmes des connais- 
_ seurs de l’époque de sa jeunesse. Pour moi tout était neuf, 
À mes deux séjours sur les bords de la Méditerranée, il y a de 
nombreuses années, n’ayant rien de commun avec l'Italie. 

Venus par le Semmering et nous arrêtant à Bruck-an-der- 
y Mur, nous arrivions ici le lendemain. Le soir, devant le café 
sur la grand’place, je ressentais à travers tout la survie de 
l’antiquité, et ce n’est pas par telle ou telle période de son 
architecture, mais par son intense present. C'est l’ensemble 
et la corrélation de chaque chose, la sonorité des voix, l’ai- 
sance des gestes, le cóté humain, aussi la maniére dont on 
rit et sourit, comment la douleur et la colére s’expriment avec 
pr: vivacité, et le défilé de groupes agités chez lesquels de nou- 


82 


* EXTRAITS D'UN ÉCHANGE DE LETTRES 


velles choses se préparent, ce qui, dans un temps indéterminé, 
pourrait mener à une révolution et changer la situation du 
pays. On le sent, c’est en plein accord avec une de nos idées 
dominantes, celle de la démocratie selon la recette anglaise, 
mais avec certaines tendances jacobines. Ici aussi le flot rapide 
des générations d’après-guerre évolue entre ces murs ocre rouge 
comme sur une scène millénaire à travers les arcades et les 
places pleines de rythmes, afin de poursuivre leur but jusqu’au 
bout — bien ou mal — pour redisparaître ensuite avec leur 
système trop hativement établi. L’élan, le reflux, l’écroulement 
de cette vague populaire ne devait pas étre bien différent du 
temps de Numa Pompilius, plus ou moins bruyant, plus ou 
moins fort. Mais à travers ces événements résonne la même 
VOX HUMANA et toujours cette facon de se promener et de se 
retrouver a la fin du jour, en groupes superbes aux fortes 
ombres. Avec leurs couleurs et leurs lumières vives ces vi- 
sages de paysans virgiliens sont toujours là, aussi leurs man- 
teaux retroussés et les plis de leurs draperies; et c’est ra- 
pide, glissant, chatoyant, de méme l’astuce enjouée et l’aimable 
duperie, le tout dans les limites des conventions de la plus 
ancienne expérience humaine. 

Qui sait si le caractére d'un monde méditerranéen comme 
a ses débuts peut subsister en méme temps que les nouvelles 
possibilités techniques? Je le crois presque. Ici seules les cimes 
du peuple sont desséchées. Le tronc et les racines restent intac- 
tes. Et la grande PIETAS des temps anciens régne encore, a la fois 
chretienne et paienne, avec l’attente confiante d’une présence 
invisible pouvant venir en aide 4 chaque moment et apparaitre 
au foyer, dans l’enceinte de la famille. La foi, la superstition, 
la magie et chaque sujet d’adoration concrétisé par l’image, 
tout cela tient ensemble, n’est que lentement entamé, et l’idéo- 
logie de l’ère des machines ne pourrait s’imposer que par une 
imposture, en pretendant s’intégrer l'ensemble. Mais cette fein- 
te n’etablira que la fusion des anciennes et des nouvelles for- 
ces, de sorte qu’un jour les éléments de stabilité repren- 
dront le dessus. Pour que cela ne se produise point, il fau- 
drait la destruction de tout un peuple et du sol sur lequel 
il vit. 

Maintenant nous allons a Venise. De là je ne vous écrirai 
pas: c’est votre ville, vous y étes présent, vous de nouveau 
l’hòte, et moi l'invité... 
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Bologne, 1922 


.. Maintenant nous avons dépassé Venise, ainsi que Pa- 
doue, Ravenne, Ferrare. 

A Ferrare il est un fou qu’on appelle « Il Cavaliere ». Il 
porte un fabuleux uniforme d’amiral, recoit des aumönes et, 
avec de grands gestes, les redistribue aux mendiants. Chacun 
le laisse faire, le saluant avec un respect enjoué. Dire que dans 
nos pays on l’aurait confiné, par mesure d’ordre administratif, 
dans une catégorie relevant de la psychiatrie, pour ensuite le 
priver de sa liberte. 

Des rassemblements se sont faits. On s’est battu. C’est la 
guerre civile comme toujours. Dans un bar j’ai vu des jeunes 
gens en chemise noire. L’un avait une barbiche et semblait le 
chef. Je le remarquais par sa ressemblance avec Cola di Rien- 
zo 1, Le groupe se sentait fort, ces jeunes hommes étant cons- 
cients de leur prochaine réussite. Ce qui les portait, ou cela 
les menait sans doute l’ignoraient-ils, mais poussant des cris 
d’allégresse et de menace, ils se juraient de vouloir vivre dange- 


ie reusement. Pourquoi? Peu leur importe, simplement pour le 
à plaisir de faire du mouvement et de faire cortège derrière 
y une fidélité sans durée. Leurs idées? Quelques considérations 
) courantes sur l’actualité, le nationalisme, l'italianità, des 


degoüt de tout ce qui semble hypocrite, la jeunesse avant tout 

et l’enthousiasme pour le développement rapide d’événements 

a qu’on prétend diriger, un peu de Nietzsche, un peu de Sorel, 
le mépris de la paix de Wilson et, par une peur inconsciente, 
; l’aspiration vers une autorité sans la sécheresse de celle de 
À Hegel qui, plus durable et plus rigoureuse, a pourtant soumis 
| toute la Russie. Un feu est allumé avec beaucoup de fumée, 
mais après tout chaque feu porte en soi sa propre extinction. 
C'est là le présent qui monte. Le tout ne me parait pas 

conçu pour durer longtemps. Maïs nous serons témoins de 
beaucoup de choses dont l’origine est ici. Tout pour la jeu- 

nesse, en effet, mais de quoi demain sera-t-il fait avec cette jeu- 

nesse qui passe comme l’herbe en fleurs? Shakespeare avait 


“DI 
4 aspirations sociales sans but précis, le pouvoir et ses joies, le 
È 


1 Couramment nommé « Rienzi, le tribun de Rome ». Il fut con- 


damné à mort par une émeute populaire et pendu par les pieds sur la 
Piazza San Marcello en 1534. 
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raison: « Ripeness is all » 1. Pourtant comment múrir dans le 
monde actuel avec son tourbillon et son bruit alors que la 
foule agit toujours comme une femme recherchant l’homme 
fort, le père qui commande... 


Pension Glarisegg, Eté 1922 


… Ces dernières semaines en Italie ont modifié mes points- 
de-vue. Quelqu’un 4 Bologne me disait: « Vous étes un Euro- 
péen ». Pendant que je remontais le Gothard, je me demandais . 
qu’est-ce donc un Européen? En étes-vous un? Aujourd’hui, 
avez-vous la force de l’être, encore ou de nouveau? N’est-ce 
pas toujours et partout quelque chose d’hier? C’etait aussi l’es- 
poir de l’ancienne chrétienté, car l’humanisme et l’héritage 
grec n’étaient qu’une atmosphère spirituelle, qui ne contraint 
ni ne lie. 

Oui, peut-ètre étes-vous le dernier véritable Autrichien. 
Et, une Europe coordonnant les éléments Allemands, Ibéri- 
ques, Italiens et Slaves, aurait pu avoir lieu. 

On ne peut se fédéraliser que sous le dénominateur com- 
mun d’une forte conviction. Celle-ci est absente. Faut-il un 
danger, comme jadis les Turcs? Rien de pareil n’existe dans 
notre monde mille fois fragmenté, dans nos contemporains 
grandis dans l’idée de tout admettre et de tout interpréter, 
analyser, désagréger, mème le danger. 

Dans tout l’ancien Empire, vos compatriotes étaient im- 
prégnés de nationalisme, et cela dès Joseph II. Les sciences na- 
turelles, le Romantisme et son interprétation des idées de la 
Révolution francaise militaient en sa faveur... Actuellement 
l’on ne peut qu’attendre et, si possible, survivre. Mais il faudra 
longtemps prendre patience avant de voir le nationalisme s’é- 
mousser. Comme une obsession, il s’etend partout davantage, 
et tout arrive ensemble, les grandes idées en méme temps que 
les grandes folies. 

Si nous considérons l’histoire spirituelle du peuple juif, 
il s’y reflete depuis le Ve siécle avant Jésus-Christ cette méme 
humanité toujours en marche, toujours en évolution, dominée 


1 Le Roi Lear, Acte V, SCENE 2. 
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un jour par une idee, demain par l’autre, avec son constant 


changement d’habit et de masque, aujourd’hui penchant vers 


le rationalisme, demain vers le mysticisme, mais toujours 


soumise aux idées maitresses du moment. 

Où cesse l’Europe? Au Cap Finistère ou à l’Océan Paci- 
fique? 

Le développement de la technique sera peut-ètre capa- 
ble, encore pendant ce siécle, d’amorcer un début d’organi- 
sation mondiale. Mais pour l’instant le monde s’effondrerait 
plutöt que de voir Pune des grandes puissances européennes 
abandonner sa prétention à la suprématie. « Puissances mon- 
diales », « Concert européen », en vérité cela semble une su- 
perbe musique, alors que depuis longtemps nous sommes com- 
me les Grecs aprés les premiéres victoires romaines, et nous 
serons peut-étre occupés de méme. Encore une guerre fratricide 
sur notre continent, et il n’y restera que nos miasmes pour con- 
taminer le reste du monde. Mais qui donc parmi nous est capa- 
ble comme Daniel, de déchiffrer l’Ecriture sur le mur, ou 


celle de notre Art et de notre Musique? Qui est la pour me- 


diter sur la fin de la mélodie, cette parfaite illustration de 
l’Europe ? 

Aucun retour n’est possible. Rien de ce qui a été perdu ne 
peut être repris, mais celui qui demeure fidèle et supporte 
d’être seul, ressuscitera peut-être dans un avenir lointain. 
C’est le secret de toute Renaissance, car après chaque dévasta- 


tion le grain peut lever à nouveau dans les champs profon- 
dément laboures... 


PS. Je suis contre tout ce qui, par le calcul partage, dis- 
socie et sépare, remplaçant par le nombre le courant inin- 
terrompu de la vie. Ainsi, dès l’enfance, je désapprouvais 
la technique, et puis difficilement vous décrire le sentiment 
qui s’empara de moi lorsque, pendant mes études, je péné- 
trai pour la première fois dans un laboratoire: devant toutes 
ces prothèses, ces acides, ces alcalis. Et pourtant, prisonniers 
de notre génération, nous voici contraints d’exister avec la 
technique, et d’en dépendre. 

Encore une guerre, et, sous la pression de la peur, de 
la haine et de la colère seront inventés des moyens de destruc- 
tion, qui incarneront la terrible réponse de cette matière que * 
nous avons tant courtisée. D’un jour à l’autre, tout ne sera 
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| plus que violence et forces déchaînées. Mais il s’y glissera 
l'illusion d’une sorte de paradis terrestre, pour masquer leur 
horreur par des arguments moraux, jusqu’à ce que leurs au- 
teurs hypocrites en aient la parole coupée. Ou croyez-vous que, 
par la conscience du danger, l'impulsion primitive de l’hom- 
me, qui est de vaincre et d’en triompher moralement, ne s’ef- 
facera pas enfin devant son instinct de conservation? 


Venise, le 4 août 1923 


Notre génération est pleine d’adieux. Pour les suivan- 
tes tout sera plus facile, le meilleur étant oublié. Quand dispa- 
rut le Saint-Empire romain-germanique, il était devenu si falot 
qu’en 1806 Goethe notait simplement qu’il avait cessé d’exis- 
ter. Mais nous avons vécu la fin de votre patrie, au moment 
où elle était encore pleine de vie. Et, témoins de la chute de 
l'empire récent des Hohenzollern ainsi que de celui des Roma- 
noff, nous avons à peine remarqué que ces dernières années 
s'était brisé le grand empire des Osman, l’héritier de Byzance, 
et le gardien de la culture arabe, persane et grecque. Au- 
jourd’hui, a sa place il y a un état nationaliste, dirige par un 
dictateur jacobin, Mustapha Kemal, au regard de tigre 4 la fois 
somnolent et percant, un puissant meneur de partisans, un 
grand soldat qui, avec peu de moyens et dans les circonstances 
les plus difficiles est parvenu a jeter a l’eau les troupes de 
Churchill, 4 Gallipoli. Grace aux incomparables vertus militai- 
res des paysans anatoliens il n’eut que des victoires et, se can- 
tonnant dans un nationalisme étroit, haissait les richesses su- 
pra-nationales de l’ancien empire. Maintenant, combattant 
pour une idéologie il ferme mosquées et monastéres, pend 
prétres, moines et notables, commence l’affreux déracinement 
et l’expulsion de vieilles peuplades, égorgeant Arméniens, 
Kurdes et Tcherkesses. Les puissances victorieuses, de part et 
d’autre pleines de soupcons et de trahisons, se contentent d’ob- 
server. I] va faire école et contribuer 4 la formation du proche 
avenir. C’est un homme d’aujourd’hui, avec ses fortes bois- 
sons, ses musiques de danse et tout le reste. Il inaugure une 
époque. De plus puissants suivront. Avant tout c’est un mou- 
vement asiatique qui commence avec lui, 4 cóté duquel tout 
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ce qui s’est dit concernant les droits démocratiques, les pro- 
grès sociaux, les commissions d’hygiène, les revendications 
frontaliéres et les tiraillements pour le pétrole semblera de 
petits orages, si l’on songe aux formidables tempétes qui se 
préparent en Asie, et dont on subira les conséquences pendant 
tout ce siécle. De tous les explosifs, le nationalisme est le plus 
fort. Je puis donc dire, je n’ai pas seulement pris congé, mais 
j'ai vécu le début d’événements dont la portée dépassera beau- 
coup ce que nous pouvons ranger dans des catégories suran- 
nées. Si, à ce monde en éruption nous n’avons a opposer que 
l’ancien rêve de l’occident plein de complaintes poétiques, 
c’est que nous pensons d’une manière bien peu précise alors 
que nous devrions toujours nous demander: «Occident quel 
sera ton lendemain? » Mais qu'est ce pays qui, à côté de tout 
son savoir, ses arts et ses connaissances n’a développé qu’une 
seule chose en lui-même, d’irréconciliables contrastes! 


Schönenberg, 10 septembre 1923 


..Les livres que vous désirez ont été envoyés à Rodaun. 
Je suis fort curieux de notre prochain entretien sur « Ulys- 
ses ». Immédiatement, vous serez au centre de ce besoin ma- 
ladif de voir tout ensemble: lieux et temps. Le souvenir et 
l'évocation, ce phénomène initial de chaque grande réussite 
poétique depuis Homère, nous ont entraînés ici dans un tour- 
billon de présences et de terribles cataclysmes. Tout le con- 
tenu d’un esprit plein de pensée et de sensibilité se déverse 
| dans un acte de desespoir en une seule effroyable éruption. 
: Phénomène grandiose mais affreux. Qui s’aviserait de l’imiter? 
Tous vont le tenter et ne réaliser que des falsifications, en 
s’empressant de «tout dire avant la fin». Mais comme ils 
ont moins a dire que cet étonnant Joyce! 

Comparé a pareil cataclysme Proust parait un ordonna- 
teur méticuleux. Parce qu’il est un excellent sociologue, sa 
| description d’un certain monde correspond exactement à ce 
Nr: qu’il est, une survie de la cour de Versailles aprés la Réyo- 
| lution, avant le deblaiement final de la vraie revolution de l’a- 
venir. Sa perspective, quelquefois par l’entrebaillement des por- 
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tes de Poffice, est sans amour, car tout ce qui chez lui semble — 

étre de Pamour n'est que de la jalousie aux mille transposi- 
tions. Mais chaque individu qui inspire pareil sentiment pa- 
rait travesti. Toujours la méme interprétation lui convient. 
L’élément moraliste y est de la meilleure qualité, issu d’une 
tradition ininterrompue, avec, en plus, une capacité de déceler 
l’envers de toute position morale, ce qui est une capacité bien 
peu française. Et grâce à une sorte de sûreté athénienne de son 
cóté esthétique, le goút se hausse d'une maniére geniale, deve- 
nant la base de toute l’ordonnance. Chez Proust n’éclate aucu- 
ne de ces catastrophes de la pensée humaine comme chez Joyce, 
l’Irlandais, ce prototype de l’intellectuel de notre siècle, af- 
franchi de tout devoir social. Partant de rien, il va vers la 
liquidation du vieux monde avec l’humour d’un condamné à 
mort. Pourtant, il témoigne d’infiniment plus d’espoir que 
Proust, ce collectionneur qui remet tout à sa place, immuable 
et solitaire, tandis qu’il compte sur la confluence des fleuves, 
des rivières, des ruisseaux, et que finalement c’est enfin un 
retour a l’unité qu’il espére... 


Paris, le 20 janvier 1925 


...H6tel Corneille, rue Corneille, c'est en effet une adresse 
charmante. Mais pour trouver l'hótel il faut étre un ascète 
comme Gagliardi !, ou plein d’expérience, de facilité d’assi- 
militation et d’enthousiasme, comme un professeur francais 
de province. 

Bien au contraire de ces étrangers au sourire pensif et su- 
périeur, je ne prétends pas pénétrer l’esprit d’un autre peuple 
en m'accrochant à des ruines pittoresques. L’hötel Corneille 
est dans une petite rue étroite et sombre où, nuit et jour, 
passent des autobus avec fracas. Il n’y a que notre ami l’his- 
torien pour soutenir que le jardin du Luxembourg en est 
visible. En fait, si l’on se penche de sa fenêtre et que l’eau 
des gouttières rouillées vous coule dans le cou, l’on voit au 
tournant, sous un angle de 60 degrés, le fragment d’une grille 
du jardin. A l’entrée de l’hôtel une momie est toujours assise, 
une sorte de caissière coiffée d’une gigantesque perruque, noi- 


1 Professeur d’histoire, de nationalité suisse, mort en 1940. 


89 


LI 
HUGO VON HOFMANNSTHAL ET CARL BURCKHARDT al 


EE re et poussiéreuse. De ses vieux doigts couverts de bagues elle 

E aligne des colonnes de chiffres et, à travers les craquelures de 

; son maquillage, sourit 4 certains des vieux habitués. Derriere 

= les portes vitrees le salon de peluche lui ressemble. La se tien- 

y nent un minuscule piano et un petit palmier émergeant d'une 

i draperie en vieux velours. Devant eux, la méme jeune pro- 
vinciale, très maigre, est toujours assise, et chante, tandis que 
sa mère, une veuve couleur de cire, fait du crochet. 

Mais rien de tout cela n’aurait été décisif. C’était l’insaisis- 

- sable mélange spirituel du passé et du présent de ce quartier. 
Pourtant ce n’est pas par cela qu’il faut commencer: ce serait 
indiscret. Une longue et difficile initiation est nécessaire pour 
y pénétrer. N’étant pas de ces gourmets hatifs et prétentieux 
comme il s’en trouve tant ici, j’arrivais un samedi, posais mes 
hardes dans l’hòtel sombre, et allais aussitöt dans un restaurant, 
plein d’étudiants et de leurs compagnes. Ils dansaient ensemble, 
échangeant vivement toutes les classiques plaisanteries. Une pe- 

| tite grosse, très spécialement joviale, chantait ses couplets et 
riait à gorge déployée. Une sorte de démonstration se déroulait 
contre un nouvel académicien. Mais dimanche je me promenais 
pour la première fois en ville, m’approchant très lentement 
de cet inépuisable événement. Ni la très particulière atmos- 
phère, avec sa tendre couleur d’horizon, ni la dignité pastorale 
des fresques de Puvis de Chavannes, ni un concert de musique 
religieuse n’arrivérent à me libérer du saisissement qui s’etait 
emparé de moi à la vue de tant de choses exceptionnelles. Les 
plus belles impressions de grandeur de cette ville ne me sem- 
blent pas résulter de l’architecture méme, mais des espaces 
vides, ménagés avec génie. 

Pourtant dès ces premières vingt-quatre heures où j’étais 
seul, la totalité du passé historique s’affirmait avec une force 
inégalable. Enfin je ressentais l’harmonie générale dans la cour 
du Palais-Royal, ce qu’augmenta une charmante exposition 
«autour de Ronsard, » faite avec beaucoup de goût, à la Bi- 
bliothèque Nationale. Cette heureuse disposition ne me quitta 
plus ainsi que l’action secrète des rapports humains car par 

miracle, dès les premiers jours, je rencontrai toutes mes con- 

E naissances dans la rue... 

Une fascination infinie émane de tout dans cette capitale, 
méme de son danger. On y trouve des villes de province habi- 
$ tées par de vieux provinciaux. Mais c'est l’afflux toujours 
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renouvelé d'une masse populaire turbulente, poussée par l’en- 
vie et la peur dans sa lutte pour l’existence, qui remplit son 
contenu de sa force explosive. 

Comme je me réjouis de votre venue... 


Schönenberg, le 12 novembre 1925 


.. Ne vous étonnez-vous pas que les soi-disant hommes 
d’état de notre époque aient si peu réalisé ce qui se passe 
vraiment. Tous s’hypnotisent sur l’Allemagne, comme si cha- 
que décision devait en venir et tout danger y avoir son origine. >” 
Or derrière ce phénomène fascinant, qui n’occasionne que 
peur, colère et tentative de fraternisation, l’on perd conscience 
de ce qui se joue derrière le rideau de ses frontières. ‘| 

Hier nous étions témoins de Brest-Litowsk: avec une Rus- 
sie refoulée dans les frontières qu’elle occupait au milieu 
du XVIe siècle, et les régions de l’Ouest et du Sud, jusqu’alors 
sous la domination des tsars étaient perdues. Dans la Transcau- 
casie se créaient des états indépendants: l’Arménie, l’Azerbéi- 
djan, la Géorgie, la Sibérie formant une unité à part. Mais déjà 
tout est reconquis. Seule la Pologne catholique, resuscitée, 
demeure autonome jusqu’aux prochains bouleversements mon- 
diaux; ainsi que les provinces baltes, petites et sans défense. 

En Sibérie, les armées rouges pouvaient opérer sans être 
dérangées par personne, alors que l’Ukraine et les régions 
transcaucasiennes étaient reprises et gagnées au dogme bolche- 
vique et qu’il y a trois ans, les Japonais s’étant retirés de la 
république extrème-orientale, fondée en 1920, favorisaient par 
ce recul forcé son rattachement à PU.R.S.S. Ainsi la Russie 
atteignait à nouveau l’Océan Pacifique. 

Il est curieux que cet événement décisif ait suscité dans 
tout le monde anglo-saxon moins d'intérêt que des événements 
politiques pouvant se produire sur le Rhin et en Autri- 
che, artificiellement isolée, et surtout en Tchéco-Slovaquie. 
Curieux point-de-vue pour l’histoire politique du monde 
que cette république de Bénès. Mais quand tout se met- 
tra en branle, croyez-vous un instant que cette républi- 
que résistera à l'énorme attrait du marxisme slave qui 
promet la fédération mondiale, avec le panslavisme renforcé 
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par une religion nouvelle? Croit-on peut-étre que les pauvres 
et les déshérités des masses asiatiques, libérés de leurs liens 
religieux par la propagande rationaliste, résisteraient aux 
promesses messianiques actuelles, solvables ici-bas? On semble 
l’admettre. Et l’on fixe, fasciné, cette petite Europe cen- 
trale, tout en irritant les Allemands, que l’issue de la guer- 
re laisse profondément décus de ne plus étre cette gran- 
de puissance que peut-étre ils n’ont jamais été. On les mé- 
contente par la méfiance et les mesquineries, jusqu’a ce qu’é- 
clate à nouveau leur penchant à l’exagération et à la ba- 
garre, qui aboutit á la catastrophe, alors qu’il serait si facile 
d’affermir par des avances les gouvernements actuels fort mo- 
dérés de ce pays. Mais on les compromet l’un après l’autre, de 
sorte que leur politique intérieure devient impossible, qu’il 
ne reste aux Allemands que la colére aveugle, le manque de 
jugement et leur absence de sens politique, ce qui les pré- 
dispose à n’importe quelle démagogie, créant cette rage que 
l'Ouest considère comme un danger mondial en soi, la tenant 
pour une menace continue, alors qu’en réalité cette menace se 
prépare derriére la facade allemande sur une trés grande en- 
vergure, entre les provinces baltes et le Pacifique. En effet, une 
fédération basée sur une idéologie conquérante au service de 
l’imperialisme nationaliste constitue un irrésistible centre de 
cristallisation. Que sont a cóté de cela les faibles possibilités 
d’attraction de la revanche allemande et de ses besoins d’expan- 
sion? Actuellement la solution du probléme serait de donner 
des succès tangibles aux éléments politiques modérés de l’Alle- 
magne, et de les consolider, car seuls les succés extérieurs ren- 
draient possible la participation des modérés à la direction 
des affaires de l’état. 

4 Le penchant aux solutions extrémes est fonciérement alle- 
mand, Il s’est révélé aussi bien à l’époque de la Réforme que 
pendant la révolution philésophique du siècle dernier. C'est 
une constante qui devrait étre connue par l’Quest, comme on 
connait et prévoit les particularités du caractére d’un parent 
ms avec lequel on est forcé de vivre. La Russie, au contraire, est 
surtout une puissance asiatique, avec un élément incommen- 
surable et, comme centre d’un nouvel évangile, elle accroit sa 
: force, tel jadis le monde arabe, enflammé par Mahomet. Il 
n s’agit là de tenir compte d’une enorme et croissante source de 
i puissance politique et non de formuler des considérations aca- 
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demiques ou sentimentales sur la valeur ou la non-valeur du 
bolchevisme, ce qui ne fait pas partie de la politique exteri- 
eure. Il est une des formes que peut adopter le socialisme, une 
forme infiniment plus efficace que celle qui se refroidit à 
mi-chemin. Nous vivons tous dans une ére socialiste et, dans 
ce domaine, il n’y a que des differences de degré ou d’inten- 
site. Ainsi le phénoméne russe ne peut plus étre traité comme 
un probleme théorique. Il est résolu. C’est la plus grande 
réalité de notre époque, et en tant que telle il nous intéresse, 
parce qu’il pourvoit de forces incommensurables cet état aspi- 
rant à la domination mondiale, laissant l’Allemagne et le Japon 
come adversaires naturels de l’expansion russe. Mais l’Ouest, 
l’Empire Britannique et les Etats-Unis, qui sont à la longue les 
plus menacés par cette expansion, s’efforcent de toutes man- 
ieres d’affaiblir 1”Allemagne et le Japon. Il y a trois ans, la rési- 
liation du pacte anglo-japonais me semblait ètre un abandon 
aussi lourd de conséquences et de courte vue, en faveur d’inté- 
réts parfaitement secondaires des Etats-Unis. D’ailleurs le Ja- 
pon est contre la Russie un facteur bien plus assuré que l’Alle- 
magne, hantée toujours par le fantöme des anciennes fraterni- 
tés d’armes contre la France, le souvenir des guerres de Frédé- 
ric le Grand ou de Tauroggen. C’est qu’il semble aisé à la plu- 
part des peuples de penser sous forme d’apparentes analogies 
historiques, mais fort difficile de reconnaître que toutes. les 
données fondamentales se sont modifiées... 


I 


Schönenberg, 18 avril 1929 


Il y avait dans votre derniere lettre quelque chose qui 
m'a fait de la peine, une souffrance, une certaine amertume, 
quelque chose de l’expression de votre visage dont j’avais pris 
conscience en entendant avec vous le Credo in un Dio cru- 
del de Verdi. Vous dites qu’un malaise vous a effleure, et 
cela m’effraie. C’est que vous vivez dans une tension extreme; 
souvent le poids du monde semble peser sur vous, et vous 
concentrez en vous-même tout ce qui manque le plus à cette 
generation qui va aveuglément de l’avant. Votre bonté intaris- 
sable et généreuse se déverse pleine de sollicitude pour les 
autres. Tous vos amis et ceux qui vous sont proches vous 
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doivent des remerciements infinis, tous vous sont redevables, 
et moi tout le premier, ces derniéres années. 

Mais voyez-vous, il est sans doute exact que devaient s'el- 
facer certains des traits juvéniles de mon caractére que, gráce 
à mon père, j’avais encore pu préserver jusqu'il y a près de 
dix ans. Je vous parlais, me confiais, vous écoutais, recevant 
cadeau sur cadeau, mais continuais à vivre toujours a moiué 
dans un réve plein de pressentiment. Je devais en sortir pour 
m'affirmer dans la vie. Oui, si j'étais poéte comme vous, mais 
je suis issu d'une vieille cité qui n'a jamais eu de poéte, et 
seulement de rares étres poétiques qui ont caché leurs dons a 
l’ombre d’oeuvres austéres, ou qui, tout simplement, se sont 
laissés détruire. Je ne puis suivre votre route, personne ne 
peut s'identifier á un autre étre. Je sais que vous me com- 
prenez, vous m'avez toujours á nouveau dit tant de choses 
exactes sur moi-méme. Mais le moment était venu de gérer 
le temps que j’avais à ma disposition. Je ne pouvais plus en 
extraire ces merveilleux mois d’automne, passés chaque année 
a Aussee. Je devais travailler, me préparer aux obligations, 
méme modestes, qui pourraient m’étre assignées. Il fallait de 
toute part libérer ma propre personnalité, l’affranchir d’un 
soutien guère définissable, dont j’avais bénéficié avec son ef- 
ficacité illimitée, mais sans laquelle je devais continuer de vi- 
vre. — Disons-le donc une bonne fois, méme sachant tous deux 
comme les mots les plus simples peuvent tout écraser de leur 
poids, que l’amitié qui me liait à vous devenait toujours plus 
profonde, et que ma fidélité, mon affection pour vous et votre 
univers m’accompagneront toute la vie, quoique je sois un étre 
en soi, qui doit vivre selon sa propre loi. 

Pour moi le vrai sens de l’amitié est d’aboutir en toute 
liberté a la fidelite. Nous sommes du méme avis sur les choses 
profondes et décisives, auggi, comme vous le disiez une fois, 
sur tant de réactions et de jugements que, sur de telles données, 
vous avez créé dans notre langage une oeuvre dans laquelle 
— malgré tous les déboires, les mésententes, la peine, le doute 
et le temps perdu — vous vous étes, je le dis bien, totalement 
réalisé, et le ferez encore, ce qui est un immense bienfait. 
Qu’une telle oeuvre soit cause de souffrance, comment en serait- 
il différemment? Une oeuvre aussi réussie est l’apothéose 
de toute une vie, la seule vraie, hélas dévolue à bien peu. 
Mais le grand nombre, dont le probléme ne se résoud pas 
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d’une manière aussi surprenante, par une superbe transposi- 
tion dans une oeuvre durable, ces autres, une fois touchés par 
l'esprit, doivent s’armer, afin de supporter que demeure en 
_ suspens la question du sens de leur vie. C’est que nous ne sa- 
vons rien de notre derniére heure. Mais une chose est certaine, 
quand on a pu être de quelque utilité à un compagnon de 
route et, d’un étre humain 4 l’autre, échanger avec lui un 
regard conscient du mystére par-dessus tous les mots, il s’est 
produit quelque chose qui rachéte n’importe quelle defaite 
qui, apres, risque aussi de nous atteindre. Et c’est bien cela 
le sens le plus profond de l’amitié. 

Il parait trivial, après cela, de vous dire mon inquiétude, 
et que vous devriez vous ménager davantage, totalement vous 
détendre, vous reposer. Je sais bien que vous ne trouveriez le 
repos qu’en ne sachant point ce qui nous menace tous, et tout 
ce qui sera arraché, anéanti ou déraciné. Mais une chose, peut- 
étre, vous donnerait quelques instants de repos: la conscience 
d’une derniére entente a laquelle plus rien ne peut arriver, 
quels que soient les mots et les actes de l’un ou de l’autre qui 
a conclu cet accord de compréhension réciproque. Mais sa 
valeur dépend du fait qu’il est établi librement, entre deux 
individus que leurs propres particularités limitent. 


29 Juin 1929 


... Dernièrement j'ai relu Plutarque. Comme chez tous ses 
personnages est impressionnante, la sùreté de conduite, la for- 
ce de conscience, et la certitude d’action. Ainsi il se trouve 
qu’a travers l’époque où nous devons vivre seul subsiste l’es- 
prit créateur, dont Baudelaire disait qu’il posséde tout ce qui 
fait défaut 4 ses contemporains, leur opposant ce qu’ils de- 
testent et combattent le plus. N’est-ce pas aussi votre position? 

Les grands hommes d’action sont indissolublement lies au 
poète. Sans lui s’éteint l’image de leurs actes, et l’ombre des hé- 
ros ne revient plus. 

Mais pendant toute leur vie ils ont besoin de la force mi- 
mique pour agir, de méme le poéte pour réaliser son oeuvre, 
et les voila unis pour toujours dans le domaine tragique. 

Toute la Virtù de la Renaissance jusqu’à l’épopée napo- 
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- léonienne est conditionnée par Plutarque, dont l’influence con- | 
tinue chez les Anglais et les Prussiens du XIXe siècle. C’est 
une force essentiellement européenne et le mépris du stoicisme — 
à la fin du siècle portera malheur, car les Européens en ont 
encore besoin. Mais au lieu de courage ils recommanderont 

la peur comme stupéfiant, méme la peur masochiste, et ce qui pil 
chez Kierkegaard était la solitude de l’homme devant Dieu, | 
deviendra sa solitude devant le néant. Selon une vraie morale 


d’esclave, il ne s’agira plus de surmonter, mais tout juste de 
supporter. Et, tel le prisonnier de Chillon de Byron, Pon ap- 


prendra à aimer la chaîne à laquelle on est rivé. Ainsi dispa- 


raîtra la différence entre l’objet et le sujet, il n’y aura plus 
de modèles de Plutarque. 
Rilke s’est profondément adapté à cette manière d’être: 


Wer spricht von Siegen 
Uberstehn ist alles + 


Finalement qu’est-ce que fierté et dignité? Quel est leur 
rapport, et celui de la fierté avec la supériorité matérielle du 


vainqueur? Sans doute la mort, puisqu’aujourd’hui tous les 
moyens d’avilissement sont à notre disposition. 

Mais pour le moment je m’en tiens à Plutarque autant 
que possible, jusqu’à ce que sa propre personnalité se brise 
dans la personne humaine, ce qui est inévitable aussi. 

Mais parfois ne vous semble-t-il pas que la dignité fait 
de la mort un triomphe et de la Causa Victa une force créa- 
trice incommensurable? N'est-ce pas aussi une des significa- 
tions infiniment profondes de la Croix: dernière dignité si- 
lencieuse, ultime secret de l’Humilié? 


K, Traduction de Jean Rouvier. 


Le recueil de correspondance, 340 pages, a paru chez Samuel Fischer | 


CARL BURCKHARDT = 


à Frankfort en hiver, 1956. La version frangaise doit paraître chez | 


Plon à Paris. 


1 Requiem, pour Wolf, Comte de Kalckreuth. 
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I, CENTURION 


I, centurion, out of time, 

Re-enact for Cherubim 

The living truth which makes them wise 
Forever present to my eyes. 

I myself was witness then 

Of God’s love revealed to men 
Walking in flesh amongst mankind 
Which gave their sight back to the blind. 
I can reveal those acts that made 
Centuries obey one shade, 

For mortal vision ends at length 

And there the Cherubs draw their strength. 
Their wisdom is direct, but ours 
Emerges from a stress of powers. 

No mortal man could see as much 

As their eyes, opened at a touch; 

Yet no Cherub’s eyes had shone 

But for the detail that is gone, 

And their wings would not so beat 

But for the pressure of those feet 

Set on the world’s revolving ball, 

Their wisdom being reciprocal. 


For me, a witness, it were wrong 
To praise the gifts of time in song. 


Let others for long years sing praise; 
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I marvel to have seen two days 
Whose likeness shall not be again. 
The first recalls that cry of pain 
Heard from my servant’s bed when I 
Despatched one, fearing he would die, 
To entreat his life might be restored. 
I followed, asking for one word 

Of grace. That word I heard Him give 


And knew at once my man would live. 


All that is true in earth or sky 

Begins and ends in music. I, 

Truth and obedience being my trade, 
Hearing the voice even Death obeyed, 
Was smitten then by hidden strings, 
Seeing this last of underlings 

Healed and made whole. And then again 
The next day, by the gate of Nain 

I passed, just at the hour when one, 

A young man dead, an only son, 

Was carried out. Beside his head 

A woman, mother of the dead 

And she a widow, softly wept 

As to the graveyard forth they stepped. 
With their committed steps her tears 
Took up the burden of lost years 

And every step returned her groan, 

A stone-like grief given back by stone. 


My eyes were fixed upon them when 
They left the gageway. It was then 
He stopped the bearers, said to her: 
« Weep not; » and, stooping, touched the bier. 
Hearing the harp-string of the dead, 
The young man then upon his bed 
Sat up, and He restored him whole 
To his mother. 
I, in love’s control, 
Speak of these happenings from which came 
The risen light their wings proclaim 
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Who gaze on God. As from a mould 
That neither changes nor grows old, 
They with their vision make all fresh, 
The ages, to have vigorous flesh, 
Must of such moments take account 
Which gave life back, as from a fount, 
Even at the threshold of despair. 


Earth turns, and while the wheels of prayer 


Revolve, these lightning spirits move 
Forever back to incarnate love; 
Even as the galaxies of night 

Still seek a single candle’s light 


Before whose flame I kneel, and praise 


The strict dimensions of two days. 


That is their need, which I beheld 


On Earth, whose words the lightning held, 


To me and to that woman said, 


Opening the doors that held our dead. 


BURIED LIGHT 


What are the light and wind to me? 
The lamp I love is gone to ground. 
There all the thunder of the sea 
Becomes by contrast idle sound. 


What hammer on the anvil falls? 
Who shapes the cyclone to his will? 
The moments and the intervals 
Gain their estate from what is still. 


All hunting opposites I praise. 

I praise the falcon and the dove. 
Night’s intense darkness gives to days 
True pictures of regenerate love. 
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Come, buried light, and honour time 
With your dear gift, your constancy, 
That the known world be made sublime 
Through visions that closed eyelids see. 


Come, breath, instruct this angry wind 
To listen here where men have prayed, 
That the bold landscape of the mind 
Fly nobler from its wrist of shade. 


Sons of true sacrifice are there. 

Rivers and hills are in their hands. 

The lightest petal the winds bear 

Has mocked the Serpent’ s swaddling-bands. 


And men may find beneath the sun, 
Dashed into pieces by old wrong, 

A relic, lost to nature, one 

Whose passion stops the mouth of song. 


THE ISLAND OF REIL 


4 


Tap, tap, tap, on my brow 

the moonbeam like a blind man’s stick... 
syllables... elliptic 

graze the walls of my temples — how? 
How many? Four, no, three... 

Chimes... alphabetic... 

Talk to me, talk to me, 

cover me with a calk of words, 

I am dark, I am sick. 

Oh, talk to me, talk to me still. 

In the Sylvian fissure 

between hearing and utterance, 

in the triangle of convolutions 

behind the eye A à 
lies an island, the island of Reil, 4s ee 
where lightning sometimes strangles unbegun thunder. _ 
I am dark, I am sick. 7 


I remember now, I was knocked down 
by the sudden swerving of eyes. 

a Down, down, unbound from the globe, 
à. distending, 

À disnerving, 
disrupting 
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the upper parietal lobe. 
Shoot! the name-quilted brain, shoot! 
Down, down, then... soon 

the moon 

my parachute. 


O liquid glossolalia! 
Lesion of links, failure di 
in all transmission | 
lapsus linguae 
collapse 

_relapse 

lapse. 


II 


There is no twisting sense below despair 
but only syllogistic fog — 

Nobody knows 

I know 

Therefore I am nobody. 


Now that the penpoint lancet bleeds 
the white dreams of insomnia dry 
now that the desert nouns of creeds 
build up sandbags around our cry 
now that the lettering shifts behind the eye 


whisper your fears in blind confessionals: 


They say, a chemico-submicroscopic point-event, 
plus macroscopic features which the fingers feel, 
plus psychic wheels where nobler nerves are bent. 
And then there is the verbal definition. 


Sick parody of metaphor! 


Cantering nightmares quarter the naked word 
strapped to their flanks like a lie. 
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In the beginning was the Word ai 

and the Word was not an exclamation 
and the Word was not an imitation 

i and the Word was made Flesh 

4 lithely unfolding to its own latent thought. 


In the beginning was the sequence | | ee 
and breathing in contracted to a word oe 
and breathing out it loosened to a sequence Ne 
measured by the wings of a bird. DI 


And now we say 
let there be no verb to be E 
and there is none. 


O liquid glossolalia! 


Grey fingers wing de: 

the sounds of time A 

down in a paradigm, 
There is the thrumming 
_ of a secret press behind a: 
eyebrows He 

the headlines of eyes. cv 

There is the rune and rite 

the rising damp of fear 

the whispered veil 

to the germinating ear. a 

Then the bristling night $ 

rolls into hiding, ; 

feathers, petals fall 

from the stem 

as from inflected skies. 

And the ear is no longer the shell 

listening to the world’s drum ‘4 

but the drum Re 


listening 


103 7° 0008 


A N 
l 
x 
* 4 


for the world’s 
shell. 


IV 


Loose chords of rain crash through the island 
washing away layer upon layer of speech. 
How many pictures to the original? 
How many deaths to truth? i 
A word bleeds and asterisks reveal i 
research of skies. 
A face within a face 
| like a reflection in a photograph: 
there were no hundred thousand images 
that ever thus we loved. 
Infinitely mirrored in a dream we draft 
a lyric of unending grace, 
imperceptibly moved È 
linking unleashed explosive energies ] 
circularly destroying on and on i 
till God — equivocates. 


È 
Above the sky’s stuttering ceiling, a 
below the depth of trembling sentences, | | 
beyond the explosions of split words À 
there is a handholdless precipice of meaning | 
down which to lie is to be crushed with menaces, 
drowned ut the bottom of endless eyes, 
never to breathe back anger impotently unfurled 7 | 
yet ever to survives h 


I believe in the noun 
the sphere unsung 
fingering breath on the eye’s inward tongue. 
And in its only progeny the verb 

infinitive and perfective before all tenses, 
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engendered by an adjectival greeting 
whispered in colloquy 

like light through lenses. 

Which for us men 

and for our vocation 

descended from imagination 

touching all things with mutability. 

And was nailed down 

and buried 

but rose again to contradict the sign 

and cross the wooden interjection. 

I believe in the attribute 

proceeding from noun and verb. 

That passes roaring, shifts and yet remains 
breathing a gesture in the secret glow 
around and in the lips of what we know. 
I believe in the communion of particles 
and in one transitive and metaphoric language 
ministering remission of pronominal sins. 
And in the resurrection of etymologies 
in the life of a word to come. 


This is the language of the island 

where I woke, 

lapped by the low tide of the baffled moon 

after the last fracture of the vowel of wonder. 

This is the island of which I spoke 

where lightning leads the words of ungegun thunder, 

where the light dust is spun to the plucked waves of 
sound, 

And responses, flowing, abound. 


Note: The Island of Reil is the name of the triangular group of 
convolutions in the brain that link the speech centre, the hearing centre 
and the visual centre. Various forms of aphasia can affect these centres 
in different ways, so that words are understood when heard but not 
when seen, or can be taken down to dictation but not repeated or copied, 
and so on, while the power to recognize symbols declines generally. 
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YOU SHOULD HAVE COME YESTERDAY 


Whole country snowbound, and the sense of thaw’s imminence — 


only a dreaming winter’s baulked imagination. Only an old 
mans witlessness during a winter of white tile, where this 


| is likely to be my last season. This sterile table my only 
drift. 


Whole country snowclad, with the birds long gone, the fox È 


_ alert in providing and the entrenched, careful rabbits. 


Whole country silent like a wood the day of its gamekeeper’s 
death. A shocked, mute protest inflating into reverent 

hush and then the boundless plenty of sound to conceal his 
absence. In sheer commemoration, 


Now the nurses busying, white-handed as penguins. 
Ether reaching, no channel of pure air. 


Warmth and a lassitude of some worn, ethereal hammock. 


Only when I try to raise this powerless arm do I learn that 
death like faith is no act to compose oneself for, but a slight 
judder in the flux of moments. Much as we would fancy a 
radio programme, and flick the switch to communion. It is 
more effective to switch on thoughtlessly than to over-study 
what is unique and has to be accepted or disdained. 
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Arguing takes you no further than mandates about weeping. # 
Oh no. I expect a very long sleep and have a complacent ; 
anticipation of being met there by friends. . 


Whole country snowclad, so clad for me, and those about me 
asking how I have been and how it was I ever fell into the 
mortal trap, into the static reservoir of my life. 


Close coffin of the battletrench, sun, silence, the industrial 
north and the southern vine. Slot, coffin, hole, container, 
vat, reservoir, dam, lagoon, vacuum, pool, the ex-consul who 
never had a home of his own. À 


No air soars here. No tides compel. 


To trap is to invent a state of death which, separate from 
living water, brings to mind our own penned state, which 
needs the cure itself and calls out for the sea. 


Oh my children, why are ye so reluctant to me? 

Oh my reluctant, why are ye so self-jailing? 

Oh my jailed, why are ye so overcome so easily and now 
so overcome at your exodus? 


Whole country snowclad, with swallows outleaping the skies. 
Permit me depth of trust, and I will risk the aftermath. And 


lay my bones, my nerves to rest, 
lay to rest my good intentions 


on hygienic cross. 
Under the helpless knife. 
No peroration then, nor mandates about weeping. 


I am not under yet. 


I am very nearly as under as I can remain aware of it without 
guess, falsity or that germ in mind, thinking wishfully. 


No thinking now, but all of me all wishful. 
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And the channel of pure light, crossing the channel of 
| impurest air, swung slowly up into the bleached, vine-clad 
hill where lizard and mimosa tenanted an empty cottage. 


With the air salt and sharp as after weeping. 


Ta THE LOVE IN STATUES’ EYES 

E The rower skims a silk not visible behind the lamp. 

È. . Time lags. Beneath the bows, persistent minnows crowd, 
1% and so appear to guide the boat or hearten other fish. 


We watch the harpoon waiting. We abolish everything 
Rs outside the arc of siren light. Then, slowly, just as 


= we decide that nothing will make moths of fish tonight, 
a pulp quite casually drifts towards the light to make 
: 4 a languorous reconnaissance. 

E The harpoon strikes. Skewers him. He is slapped upon 


a the boards between the striker and the oars. There will 
be other fish tonight. Meanwhile, the octopus is dead. 


The minnows reconvene beneath the lamp. The boat swings 
left, the quiet flap of oars receding with the light. 


We stand in darkness on the rancid pier, leg-height above 
the idly-slapping water. An octopus is dead. 


È This awkward life, I tay, when those who swim towards 

_ the light, providing they are larger fry, are skewered 

Ye in the dark. So poets rising are harpooned. So politicians 

till their ideals blind them. So publicans and cafe-owners, 

1" at their closing-time. So lovers, so I as I look downward | 
Ei at the light. I think each day is made our arc of light 

and dread. 


Living breathing loving needing, each in his involuntary 
energy makes love or fame or light, and invents his 
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explanations of the harpoon night. We die in rising to 
the light or drown ignobly in ‘the deep. Rowers do not 
always splash warnings. Harpoons miss only sometimes. 
In the long run the striker is infallible. 


These things are apt in comment on the vague predicament 
we try to talk about at night, dear you and I, hands 
together, strolling along this pier towards the old sea 
bastion, the mole. You who ask, unable yet active as all 
who are lovely. 


Until one day the ground shelves in, the sky opens like a 
calyx, the seas fume over... But you who hold my hand, I 
cannot bear to see as eligible fish for siren light or 

swift harpoon or slap the sheathed meat makes on board the 
boat. 


Yet this condition, hard and harsh as metaphor, is the daily 

round, And you, who cannot bear the suffering of animals 

or bear to breathe upon the air the must of bryony or tulips 

dying, you realize we fish at night as only being fish 
ourselves. 


Swing into the honoured air your face. All we hate most 
we inflict on the unthinking species. Like pouring acid 
upon stone because it shows less mark than flesh. 


Involuntary children are often told to be more circumspect 
than they know how. To act so well that such desire of 
acting well deprives their lives of action altogether. 


To speak, to hope, strike dumb or bless unknowingly is all 
I know, so deep in love, beyond advice or augury, seeing 
now or beyond any guesswork actual pain, borne, fled or 
sought. We are ever separate in pain. Anguish has its 
reach, and there is no going beyond. 


Here is the light returning, boat skimming the water like 
a gnat. Here we are valuable, like Jonah in his whale, or 


the python in his swamp. The boat glides. The harpoor's 
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plunge makes even lovers harpoon octopi or bid the striker 
starve. Gluttons never diet for sentiment. 


On vacation, what do we vacate? Suetude? Norms? Roots? … 
and seek out fear and sun and all the unfamiliar faces. # 
Study our balance to spend more wildly. Then live on the q 
memory of the spent. In the end, I say I have spent ie 
I have squandered all that I was. 


Returning home, the diplomat from Arravat, I could not 
swear. An oath needs audience. Nor as in schooldays, from 
a swaying train, could I release my spittle on the wind. 


The lust for exhibition calls for grander show. A complete 
scream. Disintegration of the envoy faces. 


The complete scream ensues behind my smile, behind the | 
smile of the well-groomed consul opposite. The world | 
moans in portfolio. I carry free, no tax, the printed 

à versions of a billion hearts. Consider the quality of 
_ leather, so fine a use. 


 Olives on a trellis wither, as I saw. For we conferred the 


eS summer months right out. I seek distractions now, a caged-up 
bird. What doubt we force the child’s pulp vision into 

| _ words? For every orphan conjure up a playground or an 

_  aunt? Count rockeries? Set bloodhound ethics onto luxury? 


Send ferret virtue underground, tax ecstasy, allot the sky? 


Pe Oh well, I have come too far to make reversals now. 

È. And there is the example of my venerable father, all 
his line, who most of them quelled riots, whose Alsatians 

or dachshunds died and were buried under the flag. Parity 


Di in honour. 


No, I have come too far. I am too esteemed and have but 
one desire. Early in April, it being hot and I having 
spoken for a certain length, adjournment took me out of 
doors into a walk of cedar trees converging, one cool 
channel, upon the hill-top where presided 
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a pon whose trunk for sympathy or scourge 


a pressed my face and rolled then to the other cheek. 


So cooling both in some measure. - 
_ Returning now, I would dearly like, my wife being dead, 
to be revisiting that tree this once 


| this perhaps ultimate occasion 
| as returning envoy... just this once... this moment... 


fi 


_ Had the tree much need of my report. 


A PLACELESS PASTURE 


SN IRE DIE 


You walk on frost who cut my flesh, though slit be 
imperceptible. 


- Yon exercise me who lull my breath, and I am not bewitched 
by your unguent. 


WT he lung in labour is a whale swallowing itself. 


You who approach me from a thousand miles with a silver 
tool, you taxgatherer, toll-taker, there are within me 
| hoards you cannot invade 


fi 
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| And which, opened, are empty of living import. 


: 
‘ 111 


| cigars, a Ir in rain, a certain paper er Bi Cora 


DAT m, 


T he body mangled is ennobled by having housed 


The spirit which is a placeless pasture of having known. 


You walk in peril who fics me for my life. You seek 
| irrelevance who excise decay. 


: But let the healer ponder. All he seeks alone may bring 


| him central bliss to thrive in heart of endless agitation. 


E Ho still finds dumb the heart's involuntary beat. 


Our future, like our past, rises from us like poetry, 


straight and clear. Where is the place for our disgust, 
_ all people being tragic, and in no brief exceptional 
_ season intended to blaze, wilt and surrender better than 
this? 


ELIZABETH JENNINGS 


TERESA OF AVILA 


Spain. The wild dust, the whipped corn, earth easy for foot- 
steps, shallow to starving seeds. High sky at night like 
walls. Silences surrounding Avila. 


She, teased by questions, aching for reassurance. Calm in con- 


fession before incredulous priests. Then back — to the 
pure illumination, the profound personal prayer, the four 
waters. 


Water from the well first, drawn up painfully. Clinking of 
pails. Dry lips at the well-head. Parched grass bending. 
And the dry heart too-waiting for prayer. 


Then the water-wheel, turning smoothly. Somebody helping 
unseen. A keen hand put out, gently sliding the wheel. 
Then water and the aghast spirit refreshed and quenched. 


Not this only. Other waters also, clear from a spring or a 
pool. Pouring from a fountain like child’s play — but the 
child is elsewhere. And she, kneeling, cooling her spirit 
at the water, comes nearer, nearer. 


Then the entire cleansing, utterly from nowhere. No mind 
ruffled it, no shadows slid across it. Her mind met it, her 
will approved. And all beyonds, byways, backwaters, dry 
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| And she knelt there, waited for shadows to cross the light which. 
the water made, waited for familiar childhood illumin- | 
ations (the lamp by the bed, the candle in church, sun. | 
beckoned by horizons) — but this light was none of these, 

was only how the water looked, how the will turned and 

was still. Even the image of light itself withdrew, and the © 

dry dust on the winds of Spain outside her halted. Mo- | 
ments spread not into hours but stood still. No dove 
brought the tokens of peace. She was the peace that her | 

| prayer had promised. And the silences suffered no shadows. | 
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TRANSPORTS 


Looking through old manuscripts, I notice 
how many were scribbled in public transports, 


In the odour of chewed melon seed, or the cockatrice 


breath of the paddy fields. 


So poetry defends us against what it celebrates: 

hiding behind a stout exercise book 

From the worn face of a wandering Jew, and his 

load of fates; 

With a silent wrangle of words to shield the ears 

from the nervous mumblings of a drunk; 

The pen, weeping its fountains of cunning tears, 
keeps dry its owner’s eye. 


This girl was somewhere near the Bomb: her face, 

_ once burnt alive, still lives in burning shame. 
« Keloid, » the pen suggesis. And thankfully I lose 
her in the Pocket Dictionary's indoor game. 


Private refuge from public transports is thus a 
verse’s desperate end. 

Philanthropy takes a taxi. And here a poem seems 

| the poet’s only friend. 

Better to offer your seat to some old peasant, 
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Put up your leaking pen with decent grace, 
and from the hanging strap 
| Stare into your neighbour’s honest sleeping face. 


THE DEVIL DEFEATED 


And when we have beaten him, 

Have beaten the devil? — 

Our ten toughened trigger-fingers 

Unfit for the fiddle, 

Perusing the Wits with stiff upper lips, 

‚And eyeing our friends as if they were targets: 
We shall marry our wounds and live in a tent, 
The home fires extinct and our savings spent. 


And when he has beaten us, 

The devil has beaten us? — 

What greater depths can he still hope to rise to? 
When the ruins are ruined 

What remains to be razed? 

He will have to wriggle back into his civvies, 
 Snarl a «Good day» as he climbs up the stairs 
To collect our rents and respectful prayers. 


But he’ll never beat us, 

The devil won’t beat us — 

Being but one where we are so many. 

In the end we shall conquer, and when he falls 
We shall fall with him there in a common grave. 
Muscle-bound in a common grave, 

Armoured hearts in an armoured chest; 

While trees go on dying and coming to birth, 


And suns are darkening and lightening the earth. 
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y g to join in the wars: 
À here is a child, ei A 
too busy playing to learn all the cause: 
here is a man, so accustomed to devils 
> did not perceive this hell to end hells. 


d these shall inherit, 
hall inherit the ruins — 
With their dogs and canaries, 
Their mops and their hopscotch, 
heir aches and pains and their other interests — | 
rning to work, and turning to play, 
y’Il inherit the earth as it turns on its way. 
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HAUNTING THE INFINITE SKY 


ett rn ee 


Mystery of the sun! In your heavenly places 
I go, and the bright concealment is my home, 
Where, on the paths of air, 

I am companioned and forever lonely. 


fee 


7 


Into those regions have I come 

Where the familiar summer ceases; 
Between the joyous and the joyful, only 
That flight which can embrace the morning star. | 


A bib 


bt 7 


i Trembling, the image reassembles: fl 
=) The fields with flowers like tropic birds appear; 
a The earth gives up her dark hot scents to air, 4 
And under the ice-shade cold rivers run. 4 
¥ 4 


Sun in the trees and in my arms a sun 
And at my feet in waves a third sun trembles, 

As if they were for playthings; yet everywhere 
Cannot contain that which awaits me here 


And which I wait, haunting the infinite sky 
For the great suns that are spoken like a word; 
Like children on shores, at play with mystery: A 
As I have haunted brown streams for the fisher-bird. 
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DARK NIGHT: THE TREE 


In that dark night which is my love, 
I saw the stars of Eden rise; 

I saw the stars of infancy 

In the blue, bending skies. 


That tree of which I am one flower, 
Rooted in time and space, 

Sent up green sap of life to me 
From the dark, forgotten place. 


The green bird and the tiger spoke, 
Terror and mystery; 

Forests and fables, fires and dreams 
In the life-blood of the tree. 


In that dark night which is my love, 
I saw all things as one: 

I saw the stars of childhood rise 

In the train of the newborn sun. 


In that one centre of my mind 
Lifted on that dark tree, 
I bore the burning and the bliss 
And the sun of eternity. 


And yearned to pass the starry hour, 
Wounded by bliss, the face 

Of the blue, unending sky, 

The metaphor of space. 
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«PUR COME PEREGRIN CHE TORNAR VUOLE » 
Dante, Paradiso, lean! 


On that sea I was afloat 
Which has neither up nor doun. 
Vast the abyss, the known 

| Shore lost, and the danger absolute. 


Blue-green that sea-sky, 

Coloured like thought at vision’s hour; 
The moons shared my danger, 

Without oars, where the winged fly. 


I think it was that sea 

Where John on Patmos raised 

The high towers where he gazed. 
Many towers, many wrecks there lie 


And to fashion a shell were 

A pure act, in that far home; 
For of nothing all must come. 
Shells and pearls were there 
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And I knew it was crossed by 
High souls, for I saw the trace 
As of thought, in a face; . 

Yet strangely: for of that sky 


We are, that would make there 
The thought and flight, there we are made: 
And only high virtue could 


Create and cross on that air. 
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Yet flashings unfathomable 
Began on its secret sea, 

And desire fashioned me 

A boat there with wingy sail. 
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But not mine was the wind 


That the voyage willed: — î 
For the humblest has but to yield. 
Many cities in the sand 


I saw, now long crumbled. 
à Profound was the dream BR 
ay And inward, upholding them; 2 

Gold with jewels there trembled. Er 


5 But my chase was the infinite: 
O how fast, by the wind draun, 
Drinking the air, not driven, a 
I sped on that far flight! 


Long it was, hard to hold, 

È That moment of nights and days: 
n Far the loneliness was 

È Since not even a bird called. 


But secret the joys 

Of that far chasing: 
Past the eagle’s easing 
Alone, over the sky ways. 


= I saw the workings 
id Of the fire-cool morning 
Blue-green and burning 


With flame-cloud stalking 


When with spears for rays 

The sun-head, wounding me, 
Trembled the secret sea: 

Strange flowers over the foam rose. 


And golden the creatures 

Of the day there tumbling 
Through the blue descending, 

In wave or rain the far journeys. 
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For into that Thought I was 
In which all things are; 


All that is returns there: 
Desert and peopled ways. 


And intense was the burning 
Of the joyous waves: 
Terrible noon has 

That sea of the morning. 


But as often, as night flows 
On the dark of cities, 

Pure in their pities 

The figures of the heavens rise 


So there the too morning air 
Of the Thought, luminous, 

Scattering the bright excess, 
Made for me a star. 


Deep, deep in creation’s sea 
And in me was the joyous flame; 

Now the shaft to that target came 
Where desire is to fly and be. 


All that sea was lit 

With the stars’ first fire; 

All that is I saw there, . 
Rainbowshued and like jewels set: 


Beasts and birds in the legends 
Of the holy waves; 

All that sea receives 
And that absent sojourns. 


Seasons and origins 

Of the cleft world there, 
Colour and form and fire, 
In the just mirrorings 
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Into which home I came; — 
That to me was union. stra 


(Union yet longing at 
Gate and barrier of sense and star; 
And the beloved far, 


Wearying, in distance set.) 


a Wandering, after, 

i In nearness, where the swans fly 
Homing; or patiently # 
In the blind winter of the bared rafter. 4 
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CRUMPLED SHEETS 


Among the waste papers in the small seaside cottage which 
I had rented for the summer months I found the following 
scribbled pages: 

« It should have been spring, but the trees were still bare 
and budless and the gardens dull and drab. A small cat sat 
| in the middle of a back-alley bent over a frozen puddle wait- 
| ing for it to melt. Shortly afterwards the sun broke through 
| the grey clouds and the cat was happily lapping the icy water. 
« No one else was about, although it was the middle of the 
_ day. I felt damn sore inside. I always felt damn sore inside 
and it didn’t really matter whether it was the middle of the 
day or the morning or the evening, or whether there was 
anyone about or not. If you don’t feel sore you might not know 
that you're alive. Yet feeling sore all the time is a hell of a 
nuisance... But this isn't the way to write a story, because who 
cares whether you»feel sore inside or not and who likes to 
read such drivel. If you have a story to tell, well then, you’d 
_ beter get on with it...» 

And here it stopped suddenly. Automatically I pushed this 
sheet of crumpled-up writing on one side and started to sort 
| out a large pile of scrap paper. The cottage stood in isolation. 
It was pouring with rain and although I had brought plenty 
of books with me, for just such weather, this box full of stain- 
aa ed and dusty papers had somehow captured my imagination. 
4 I found sheet after sheet crumpled, torn, smudged, covered 
è: with an untidy, slightly childish handwriting, sometimes slant- 
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ing to the right, sometimes to the left. At times the writing 


was large, and then again so small it was difficult to decipher. - 


I smoothed the papers out as far as possible, spreading 
them on the kitchen floor. There lay, a very large jigsaw- 
puzzle, just the thing for a rainy day, I thought, or a rainy 
week, who knows. After all, I was on my summer holiday, in 
England. 

I knew nothing of the owner or former occupant of the 
cottage. The local house-agent had let it to me for the whole 
summer. I had decided to spend three weeks here, various 
friends and relations had agreed to share my expenses; they 
would come for their holidays later on. 

The pages were not numbered; they seemed to have been 
torn out of a notebook. I moved carefully on my knees from 
one side of the kitchen floor to the other, trying to bring some 
order into these papers. Was it a novel, or some sort of a 
diary? So far I had seen too little to form any opinion. And 
as I couldn’t decide what to look at first I picked out some 
of the pages on which the writing was comparatively clear. 
Then I came across a little scrap which, although it had no 
direct connection with the other pages, seemed to me a suitable 
introduction: 


«A piece of writing is so often a bit of oneself, like one's. 


child, and wants to continue living after it has been created, 
wants to become an independent entity. Many of us walk 
around ‘pregnant with novels’ for the largest part of our lives. 
We conceive an idea which we wish to express and one day 
feel ready to give birth to it. But the process of giving birth 
is made difficult by so many inhibiting factors; there are the 
circumstances of time and place and the individuals close to 
us, whom we cannot help involving in this often complicated 
process. At times we feel as though in a dream in which we 
see ourselves walking about naked, and a sensation of great 
freedom mixed with embarrassment and shyness creeps over 
us. Some of us, like children, feel the tremendous wish to show 
ourselves and we come forward with trustingly outstretched 
hands towards all humanity, full of loving tenderness and yet 
independent and strong. » 

I read on: 

« He dreams the same thing regularly, nearly every night, 
or so he says. And he tells it to me every time he comes. He 
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| sit next to him by the window and I have to hold his hands 
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never asks me whether I want to hear it or not. He makes me 


while he speaks, This is what he dreams: 

« ‘I’m lying on the bottom of a deep dark pool. The water 
weighs very heavily on me and I’m longing to rise to the sur- 
face, but my hands are held down by silver chains which are 
welded to two anchors. I can’t see the anchors, they’re buried 
in the sandy ground of the pond. I kick hard to free myself, 
but the chains never give, they only cut into my flesh. I try 


| shouting for help, yet no sound comes out of my throat, only 


large white bubbles which I watch rising to the surface. The 
bubbles don’t burst, they remain floating on the pond like 
waterlilies, getting larger and larger. I stretch out my hand to 


catch a bubble. I can’t reach it, the chains holding me down 


aren’t long enough. 
« ‘Suddenly the white bubbles start falling back on me. 


- They have become heavy and hard. I feel them hitting my face 


and I close my eyes tightly and press my lips together while 
I kick for all Pm worth to keep the bubble-balls away from 
me. Just the same, they find their way into my head through 
my ears and through my nose. There’s nothing I can do to 
stop it. If I try shouting for help they’re sure to get into my 
mouth as well. My head feels as if it might burst any second 
now. At last I open my mouth in a final effort to call out 
for help. Then I wake up.’ 

« I stroked his hands and I smoothed his hair and I walked 
with him all the way home to his little hut on the sea-shore. 
He asked me to stay the night and I couldn’t refuse. We shared 


|. his narrow, hard bed. He slept soundly, his head on my breast, 


breathing regularly and peacefully. I-lay awake all night not 


daring to move lest he should wake up. Some of his hair got 


into my mouth, I pushed it out with my tongue. I was longing 
to cough, but I forced myself to keep quiet. 
« The next morning he told me that he had hardly slept 


at all. I hate him, I hate him, his ridiculous white bubbles, 


his suffering eyes, his thin white hands. I hate his curly black 
hair and his pale lips which he forces into a thin line, although 
they are full and well shaped when he is asleep, like those of 
a suckling. 


« I walked across the wet beach towards the sea. The tide 


was a long way out and the sun was so bright I had to screw 
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my eyes up. The sea was much rougher than I’d expected. 
I flung myself into it and swam out until my arms felt tired 
and leaden. Then I turned over on my back and let the incom- 
ing tide carry me to the shore. 

« There he stood waiting for me, beckoning to me to sit 
down by his side. He held a shell out to me, a large round 
white sea-shell. He smiled one of his sickly smiles and again 
asked me to hold his hands. Then I took the shell from him 
and I got up, putting it close to my lips, and I collected all 
the spit in my mouth, as much and as fast as I possibly could 
and I spat into his white round shell. When I saw him looking 
at me speechlessly I threw it into his face, straight and hard. 
He hid his face in his hands to protect himself, but I thrust 
both my hands into his thick kinky hair, and I tugged at it 
as hard as if it were a dandelion-root in dry clay soil which 
I was determined to pull out. He didn’t scream, he made no 
effort to defend himself at all. Suddenly I felt very sick. I 
pushed him away from me in disgust, and he lay on the sand 
like a pile of rotting driftwood. 

«I returned home. I haven’t seen him for two days now, 
but I know he will come again. » 


Se, 


Having read these pages, I felt more and more that I real- 
ly had no right to go on reading what was in fact meant for 
burning, that I was an intruder, a snooper. Yet those pages 
retained a real fascination for me, and not only the writings, 
the woman who wrote them — I had no doubt that it was a 
woman — seemed continuously in my mind. I surprised myself 
carrying on imaginary conversations with her, about anything 
and everything that went on in me and around me. 

To begin with, I was not quite sure what to make of her 
papers. They were certainly unusual and sometimes almost 
absurd, yet their directness and the amazing force with which 
they were written impressed me and appealed to me greatly. 
I was sure that she wrote because she couldn’t help writing. 

In vain I hunted for her name or address among the scraps. 
I cornered the postman in an effort to find out who had lived 
in the cottage before, but he was new to the job and couldn’t 
help me. I also walked along the seashore for miles in both 
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directions looking for isolated huts, where the so-much-written- | 
about pale young man with dark hair might be found; and | 
again to no avail. È 

At last I went to the estate agent. He was very sorry, but 
the lady had expressly asked him not to give her address to 
BI anyone. He inquired whether I had any complaint about the 
place, had the roof stood up to the heavy rain. I thanked | 
him, I was very satisfied with the little cottage, except for the 
weather, but unfortunately that wasn’t in his control. Had he 
let the cottage before? I asked and learnt that until recently 
it had been occupied by the owner. Would he be able to 
€ forward something to her? I inquired casually before I left, 
a something the lady had left behind and might miss, I explain- 
ed a... a... I cursed myself for starting to stammer and I also 
felt that I was blushing... a small brooch, I said at last. | 
« Certainly », he said, if I would be kind enough to bring it | 
along when I passed the office next, and then he assured me | 


A that this was most thoughtful of me and he was sure the owner | 

i would appreciate it greatly. 2 
= Of course there was no brooch, it was just a clumsy excuse. | 
a Like a school-girl, I thought. I walked along the damp beach | 
feeling more and more foolish over the whole business, and all | 
2 the time I was talking in a low voice, behaving as if someone | 


was strolling beside me, the owner of the cottage of course, | 
who else could it be? | 
a When the tide came rolling in I found a large round white | 
shell at my feet. Almost automatically I picked it up and | 
carried it with me. It was getting dark when I reached home, 
I had walked a very long way. The next morning I found the | 
shell on my kitchen table, and I remembered yesterday’s visit 
to the estate agent and my long walk. I wrapped the shell in 
some cottonwool, placed it in a small box and wrote a letter: 


Dear Madam, 


I hope you will forgive me for troubling you. I understand. 
that you are... | 


E gr 


But this sounded so stiff and silly, I decided to start again: 
| Dear Madam, È 
a I am at present occupying your little cottage. Among a 


pile of waste papers I recently came across a number of hand- | 
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written pages and took the liberty of reading some of them. 
Ever since then I have had the wish to get in touch with the 
writer, and as I gather that you are the person who lived in 
this cottage recently, I am addressing my letter to you. 

Your estate agent promised to forward the enclosed — 
I told him I found a little brooch which you had left behind, 
in order to get your address from him, but he is very discreet 
and even kept your name secret. Of course there is no brooch, 
this was just a white lie, or rather a white shell, if you see 
what I mean. As you will have noticed Im not very good at 
letter writing. 

Still, the real reason for this letter is to tell you that 
I have committed the indiscretion of looking through some of 
the papers which it appears you’d left behind for burning, 
that I like them very much and I wonder whether you would 
grant me permission te look through the rest of them? 

I apologise for any inconvenience this letter may cause 
you. 


Yours sincerely... 


I wrapped the little box and my letter in some brown © 
paper and put my name and address in very small letters on 
the back. On my way to the estate agent I wondered whether 
it would ever reach the mysterious lady, and if it did, would 
she ever reply. I even imagined that the agent would be 
suspicious. The woman might be a very important person, 
maybe she lived somewhere in hiding in fear of her life; the 
agent might think the parcel contained explosive, a time 
bomb — after all he didn’t really know me. Then I remember- 
ed that he had asked me for two references before I signed 
the contract for the cottage, and I happened to know that he 
checked up on them too, and my referees were both eminent 
people. After this trend of thought it seemed to me that I 
needed my holiday pretty badly, and that it might have been 
better if I had arranged not to spend it all by myself. 

The estate agent was absolutely charming. He promised to 
send the parcel off straight away, and he would send it regist- 
ered, I could be sure of that. Then he apologised for keeping 
the. address so secret but there were reason, he was sure I 
would understand this. 
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| to you reading any of the papers which you find in the cottage. 


quite abandoned writing in favour of painting, and in the hope 1H 


A few days later I received the following answer: _ 


Dear Mrs. B. 
Thank you very much for your letter and enclosure which) 
I received just before leaving the country. I have no obj jection | 


I did indeed think they were burnt long ago. In fact you may | 
do exactly as you like with them. During the last years I have | 


that I may become more successful in this field I have now | 
moved to a sunnier part of the world. 

Well, carry on shaking dust from a pile of crumpled shoo 
and enjoy your holiday at my little cottage! 


Sincerely yours, 


C. $. 


Years have passed since my holiday at C.S.'s cottage. Once | 
or twice I tried to get in touch with her again, asking the 
estate agent to forward my letters. But I never received an | 
answer. Her papers I took home with me. They had certainly | 
added interest to an otherwise wet and miserable holiday. I 
have looked through them often and carefully, sorting and re- 
sorting them. The following pages contain extracts from what 


I found. | 


» LITTLE MARGARITA 


Tuesday 


He came again today after a whole week had gone br 
and he sat in his usual chair by the window, while I lay on 
the divan watching him through half-closed eyes. 

«I have seen Margarita », he said. « She's moved to theg? 
white house with the dark purple wisteria. She's grown up. 
Her hips have broadened and her breasts are large. Her hair’s 
very dark and very long, it falls half-way down her back. When | 
she walks her hips sway and her breasts quiver. I sat on the 
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hill overlooking her house and I watched her. In the afternoon 
she went down to the beach, towel in hand. She swam out so 
far, I could hardly see her any longer. I’d followed her to the 
shore, but I didn’t go in after her, the sea was too cold. » 

«What are you telling me all this for? » I asked him. 

-« I want you to know, » he answered, and his voice sound- 
ed almost commanding, «I want you to know that I went 
into her garden during the night when the house was dark 
and quiet. I found the gardener’s ladder and I climbed into 
her room. She lay on her bed asleep quite naked, her body 
very white in the pale moonlight. I found a red silk scarf 
on the table and I spread it over her face. She didn’t stir, 
and I left the room the same way as I had come. » 

I sat up, looking straight into his face. I was shaking with 
laughter. I just couldn’t stop, although the muscles in my face 
and belly were aching miserably. 

By now he had jumped up from his chair and stridden 
over to me, grabbing my shoulders, shaking me hard. I still 
laughed. 

« Why,» I said at last, controlling my outburst, « Marga- 
rita is coming to sit for me. I’m going to paint her, lying down 
in the nude. Two-and-six an hour she wants, reasonable 
enough, don’t you think? And what’s more she has quite taken 
to me. Little Margarita will make an excellent model. » 

Then I took hold of his hands and pulled him down to 
me. He was crying like a child and I wiped his face with 
my handkerchief. 

« Today,» I said, «today you shall listen to my dream. 

« I was walking through an immense expanse of sand with 
neither a beginning nor an end. I was completely alone, 
barefoot and wrapped in a large black shawl. The sky was pale 
green, there were no clouds, no sun and no wind. I walked 
for a very long time and when my legs grew tired and weary 
I sat down and closed my eyes. I seemed to feel nothing and 
be no one, nowhere. After some time a warm breeze tugged at 
my big black shawl. A heavy scent of roses filled the air. 
I opened my eyes. Dark red roses were growing all around me. 
Each rose was perfect. I picked them up and ate them, one 
after the other. A strange glow spread all over my body. My 
black cloak turned into a pair of wings and I took off into 
the air. » 
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«And what happened then? » he asked me. 


«I don't know, » I said. « In any case it’s time for you | 


to go. I’m expecting Margarita. » — And I saw him to the door. 1 


> | 
7. 
WwW 


3 


. : | 
I love Margarita. Her body is the most perfect Pve ever | 


seen. She came in quietly smiling, slipped off her dress even | 


| before I asked her to, and stretched out on the fur rug by the 
window. She wore a passion-flower in her hair, and she placed. 
it carefully on her folded-up dress. 

I asked her to close her eyes, I wanted to watch her 
unobserved. But I cannot paint her. I can only look at her 


_ and every time I touch my brush tears come into my eyes. 


‘I covered up the canvas and sat by her side. 
«You should have a child, Margarita, » I said to her, «a | 


_ little baby.» | 
She opened her eyes, looking me full in the face. «I | 
have, » she said, « I always have, it grows inside me all the 


time. » 

« Since when? » I asked, « how long have you known? » 

She had shifted her glance to the window, caressing her 
large beautiful breasts, as if she were drawing circles around - 
them. Then she spread out her hands and brushed her palms 
gently against her tiny pink nipples. | 

Her voice is deep and full and she talks very slowly as 
if trying to find the right words. 

« I've known it for three years now, since I was twelve, » 
she said. «I sat in a field of red poppies holding my son on 
my lap. He was given to me without passion and without pain. 
Ever since then he has lived in my womb. » 

She folded her hands caressingly over her navel. « I can 


| 


feel the movements of his tiny limbs all the time,» she - 


continued. 


« Surely, » I said, « he will grow big, you cannot keep him è 


there for ever. He will grow big and strong and then he will 
destroy you. » 


N 
| N 


« No, » she answered, almost in a whisper. « My love for i 
him will keep him small and he will stay with me for ever.» | 


Suddenly, she sat up, her eyes widened with fear. « You — 


wouldn't dare, »» she shouted, repeating it over and over. 
Then getting hold of my smock, she thrust her hand into my 
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pocket, pulling out my pallette-knife. « I won't, I won't, » she 
shouted quite beside herself. 


« Margarita, my dear,» I said to her, «I owe you five ee 


bob,» and I placed two half crown pieces next to the flower 
on her folded dress. 


Then she dressed and left me. 


EXECUTION 


Wednesday 


The sky hung full of dark thunder-clouds. It was so close 


that it seemed an effort to breathe. From time to time light- 
ning lit up my room and the thunder rolled in the distance. 
A rustle by the door made me jump, and there he was, crawl- 


ing like a dog on hands and knees, his mouth open, his eyes 


wide with fear. He was dribbling like a teething baby. Silently 
he dragged himself to the fur rug by the window, sniffing 
at it, as if to identify the scent and then with a certain 
satisfaction he lay down half curled up like an embryo. 

« And what has happened to you, pray? » I heard myself 
address him in a rather more sarcastic tone of voice than I had 
really intended. But I don’t think he noticed it at all. 

« They hanged her. » He said at last. « The brutes, the 
beasts. She’s dead, cold. They strangled her.» And he shud- 
dered. 

«Oh, that,» I said, «yes, it’s an awful business. Still, 
there seems nothing we can do about it. Why work yourself 
up like that, you can’t help her. » 

« Help her, help her, who wants to help her! » He yapped 
like a dog. « She's dead, she doesn’t feel anything any longer, 
a beautiful corpse with a rope-mark round her neck, her last 
necklace. » He started to giggle. 

«For goodness’ sake shut up now, will you try and 
be your age! » I snapped at him. It seemed all a little more 
than I could stomach. 

« Be your age, be your age, » he repeated after me. « What 
has age got to do with it? » 

« Look » — I tried to master my impatience — « look, 
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; nobody’ s done you arty harm. A woman has paid the price ta | 
| a crime she’s committed, the price fixed by the society we live | 
a in, and she paid for it willingly. What’s all this to you? » 
| « Willingly » he started to shout, « willingly! Who would 
pay willingly with their own life! I’ve walked through rl 
fields since sunrise. I’ve felt as burdened as if I were carrying | 
the gallows along with me. Do you understand? » He looked | 
_at me almost threateningly. dii 
« Yes, I understand, » I said, « another one carrying the dll 
cross. ) | 
He grew calmer, sat up and pushed his hair out of his face. 
«Im frightened, » he whispered, « how can I stop now? » ! 
And after a moment’s silence: « If ...if I ...I will be struck 
by lightning. » 
« How do you know? » I asked him. 
But all he could say was «I know,» and after a while 
— we were listening to the storm which was right over us È; 
then — he started to repeat these two words continuously _ 
almost like a prayer. 
I felt neither love nor hate, neither pity nor blame - + 
for him. à | 
«Most dramatic, » he said suddenly, and got up stretch- — | 
ing his limbs. i 
« Anyway, life’s never dull. » 
| 
| 


« Indeed not, » I agreed, « you’re livening it up consider- | 


ably. » 
He looked out of the window. « The storm’s passed, » he 
remarked casually, « most fitting I think. » 
« You needn’t leave yet? » I inquired. 


Suddenly the prospect of being left all on my own ter- — 
rified me. LA 


He stayed with me, gladly... 


Friday July 29th 


We sat outside his hut and he read from a small notebook 
which he always carried around with him. 


«It is a perfect Summer’s evening. The moon is hanging 


over the sea like an orange-yellow giant balloon, reflected in | 


4 
4 
o 
N 


134 


CRUMPLED SHEETS 


the quiet water. The air is pleasantly cool and yet warm 
enough to go about wearing no clothes at all, or as little 
as the law allows. 

« This is a night almost too beautiful to be wasted in 
sleep. Pm lingering by the open window feeling a little sen- 
timental and yet unbelievably happy and at peace. I have 
forgotten my name and my trade, I have no friends and no 
enemies. I belong to the sea, the moon and the sky and the 
earth, and this is good. » 

« And then, » I said pitilessly, « he sat on his upturned 
boat while the incoming tide licked his feet and he buried his 
face in his hands and he wept; and his sobs were carried across 
the beach to her window, and she came out into the chilly 
night and found him thus adding salt water to salt water. » 

He had put his little book down and was staring at me, 
his dark eyes full of unbelievable hate. 

« What did you write then? » I said at last. 

«I think you’re the devil,» he hissed at me between 
almost closed teeth. 

« Perhaps you’re right, » I laughed. « Only I’m not really 
after your soul, I’m after your body. » 

Instinctively he picked up a large white towel and wrap- 
ped it carefully around himself. 

«I won’t eat you up, my little one,» I told him. « Only 
once a year do I turn into a witch. Then I go in my small 
boat and catch the largest fish in the whole sea and I kill it 
and I cut it up into three hundred and sixty-five pieces. Each 
day of the year I eat one of these, until the day comes when 
I catch the next fish. Today I still have three hundred and 
sixty-two pieces left, so you’re quite safe, you see. » 

Then he grabbed me by my wrists and pulled me down 
to him. I had no idea he was so strong. 

«I’m going to keep you with me until you stop all this, » 
he shouted, « stop it once and for all! » 

I tried to free myself from him, but he wouldn’t let me 
go, so I closed my eyes and I stayed. I stayed for three hundred 
and sixty-one days, but on the morning of the three hundred 
and sixty-second day I set out in my small boat and I have 
not seen him since. 


135 


À 


LR DE a E o 


MARGARITA’S MOTHER 


I was surprised when Margarita came to me in the morn- 


| ing, as her sitting had been fixed for the afternoon. I was 


surprised and very irritated. | 
«It will be so hot in the afternoon, » she explained, and 
assured me that it didn’t matter if I wasn’t ready for her. 
But it mattered to me a lot. I suppose I could have sent 


her away, but I didn’t like to do that. 


« I never thought you would be so fussy about the sian » 
she said to me. « Why, it makes no difference, aren't you 
pleased to see me? » 

No, I wasn’t pleased to see her; in fact I wished her to 
hell, but I couldn’t tell her so. After all, I wanted her to come 


again. | 


I decided to dress her up: «Keep your clothes on, my | 


dear, » I said to her, and I produced a number of drapings 
which I hung round her. 
«I want you to look like a young widow, Margarita,» ' 


I explained casually, «a young widow whose husband has 


drowned himself. You’re in mourning, you’re still very upset,} 
because — you see — you loved him greatly. » 

Margarita had turned pale, or perhaps this was just the 
effect of the black cloth, I wasn’t sure. I beckoned her to sit 
on the chair, which I had moved into the right light, and 
gave her a white lace handkerchief to dab her eyes with. But 


when she sat there completely stiff and silent I started to get 
‘exasperated. 


« For goodness’ sake, » I said, «you're not the corpse, you 


know. » x 


Suddenly I realised that all the time I was trying to. 


| 


punish her and that she was terrified of me. It didn’t seem | 


fair, for little Margarita was hardly more than a child. And 
all this because she’d come a few hours earlier than we had ì 


‘originally arranged. 


«Look, Margarita,» I said, «I’m a bit hard to please 
today, don't take any notice of it, will you? Forget those — 
dreadful rags. Just.be yourself and talk to me. All right? » 


She smiled shyly. « It’s mother’s day today,» she said, 
«my mother’s day. » 
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I had picked up the charcoal and started to work on the 
outline. 

« Your mother’s birthday, I see... and you will have a 
party in the the afternoon? I suppose that’s why you eame to 
sit in the morning? » 

Margarita kept quiet for a while staring at the floor. 

« Mother’s day isn’t mother’s birthday, » she said at last. 
« Mother’s dead, it’s the day she was buried. » 

I had no idea that her mother was dead. Apparently she 
now lived with her stepmother. And I had asked her to dress 
up in mourning, today of all days. If only I had sent her away, 
and made some excuse. All I could do now was to say that 
I was so sorry and that of course I hadn’t realised... or else 
I wouldn’t have... 

But she didn’t wait until I had finished my little speech. 

« Oh, hardly anybody knows anything about it, » she said, 
« and those who knew at the time have forgotten by now. 
I was only twelve then. » 

« How very sad, » I mumbled, « would you prefer to stop 
for today? » 

It seemed that she hadn’t heard me at all... With quiet 
determination she continued her story. 

« Mother never spoke much and I think she was very 
unhappy. Some people think she was mad, but what do they 
know! When I was eight mother took me to my grandmother’s 
grave — my mother’s mother, my father’s mother is still alive. 
On the grave grew a large lilac tree and from this mother took 
a cutting which she planted in our garden. She looked after 
it with the very greatest care, almost as if this small tree was 
the most precious thing in her life, watering it, spraying and 
pruning it. My father used to tease her about the little lilac. 
He wondered where she bought it and why it didn’t blossom, 
and why she didn’t take it back to the nursery. But my mother 
just smiled and kept silent. When the fourth spring came the 
little lilac tree burst into bloom. It had four large beautiful 
dark purple flowers. One morning she cut all four of them, 
laid them in a small basket and left the house. I never saw 
her again. Three days later the tide carried her body on to 
the beach near our house. A fisherman had seen her walking 
towards the open sea, holding a basket in front of her. First 
he’d thought she was collecting something on the beach, until 
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he noticed her going deeper and deeper in the water, the waves | 


washing right over her. He rushed to the spot, but by the time 


the boat got there she’d disappeared. Only the basket with 


the flowers was still afloat. | 
«Two years ago I had the lilac transferred to her grave. | 


It will have a great many blossoms this year. » 


While Margarita had been speaking to me, I had continu- 
ed my drawing of her almost automatically, and I was quite 
surprised by the result. It may not have been a good drawing, 
technically speaking, or a good likeness, but it had a certain 
something, a strange and most striking expression which puz- 
zled and almost worried me. 

« Will you show me a photograph of your mother when 
you come next, Margarita? » I asked her. 

When she came the following day, she brought no picture | 


of her mother but a shallow basket of the most lovely dark | 


purple lilac. I continued working on the painting. Margarita sat _ 
with the basket of lilac on her lap. When the picture was | 
finished she looked at it for a very long time, without saying 
a word. A few times I started talking to her, but she didn’t ! 
seem to hear me at all. Finally she begged me to sell her the 
picture. 
I was taken aback, l’d never suspected that she wanted it | 
so much. 

« It’s just like mother, » she whispered. 

« But the black clothes, » I objected. 

« Oh, mother always wore black, » she explained, « as long 
as I can remember. » 

Then we came to an arrangement by which she would sit 
for me all through the summer and I would give her the 
picture in returfi. 

« Of course you will have to wait until it’s dry, » I remark- 
ed, « before you can take it away. However, that won't be more — 
than a day or two in this weather.» And I left her in the - 
studio while I slipped into the kitchen to make us some tea. — 
After a long sitting we usually had a cup together. 

When I returned with the tray, I found Margarita on her - 
knees bent over the canvas hitting it as hard as she could, — 
a razor blade in her hand. N 

« Margarita, » I shouted, almost beside myself, « what the 
devil are you doing, are you mad? » | 
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But she continued cutting up the canvas in such a fury 
that I was afraid to come closer and try to take it away. 
Suddenly she straightened herself, kicking the tattered pieces 
across the floor. 

«Anyway, it’s my picture now,» she said in a slow low 
voice, « and I don’t want it. » 

She didn’t stay to tea and neither of us mentioned the 
picture ever again. But she’s still paying her price for it and 
she comes to the studio whenever I ask her to. 


HOMECOMING 


I really hate stations, but I decided to meet his train just 
the same. I’d even seen him off a week earlier, or he might 
never have gone at all. It was one of the few duties he had 
towards his family: to visit his mother for a week at Christmas 
and again during the summer. Every year he seemed to dread . 
these visits more and more. While the old lady was presumably 
counting the days until his arrival, he was already longing for 
his return. 

I don’t really know why I took it upon myself to encour- 
age these visits: I gained nothing in the process and in the end 
would probably only earn his reproaches for having pressed 
him to go. I didn’t miss him during those few days, I believe 
I even got on better with my work. But he had become part 
of the pattern of my life and I was now looking forward to 
having him back with me. 

When I spotted him leaving the train he was in exactly 
the kind of mood I had expected and feared. There was no 
need to talk first, I realised it the moment I set eyes on him. 

« Hallo, » he said. « Out of the clutches of one female into 
the arms of another. » 

I didn’t reply, in fact I felt damn hurt. This sort of talk 
always cuts into me, however much I try not to let it affect 
me at all. I’m sure he really knew this quite well, but it had 
all become something like an established rite from which he 
couldn’t or wouldn’t break away. And as on many other oc- 
cassions before, I carried on with my chatty, casual talk, as 
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if everything was just as it should be; until the moment came 
- when this seemed so utterly pointless that I felt I couldn’t | 
possibly keep it up an instant longer. y 
«What the hell’s eating you? » I burst out. « Was it so 
bad that you absolutely have to take it out of me now? » 
if He stopped, put his small case down and broke into a short | 
laugh. 
« No, it wasn’t so bad, » he said, « it was a bore, a complete 
. and utter bore. I didn’t know before that I could ever be quite 
so bored. » 
« Couldn't you read? » I asked. «Or write, or go for 
walks? » 
« No, I could not, » he shouted, looking at me furiously. 
«All right,» I answered, « all right, you don’t have to | 
shout at me. » = | 
And then he had a stone in his shoe and we stopped at | 
the next bench on our way through the spinney behind the . 
station, and when he undid his sandal the buckle came off. | 
So there he sat as helpless as a small boy and still mad with | 
everything and everybody, while I fumbled in my pocket for | 
a safety pin. | 


«The worst is, » he said suddenly, « you just can’t talk to | 
mother, and if you forget that for a single moment — well, 
then may God help you! » | 

« And she? » — I put in — « how’s she? » | 

« Oh, she’s all right, she’s always all right. » 

« In that case... » I started, but he wouldn't let me go on. © 

« Yes, it’s fine, it’s grand, the old lady is wonderful. She 
and my stepfather are just the ideal pair, don’t forget him, 
will you. They’re as fat and as satisfied as two well-fed pigs in 
a sty and their lives are full of purpose and meaning. They’re 
always ready to lend a helping hand and they love those 
: weaker than themselves. They love me too, of course. I’m 
SA their nearest and dearest — after I’ve had my hair cut and 
taken a bath and changed into the grey flannel suit that she 
keeps always ready and aired for me. I sit at the highly 

polished table with a little silver salt-and-pepper pot all to. 
Pelt and she dishes out the fatted calf to the prodigal son. + 
I even bend my head when he says grace and fold my hands | 
and say ‘Amen’ when he's finished. » | 
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f «In that case, » I ventured to say once more, but again 
got no further. 

« In that case, » he nimicked me, « In that case you think 
everything’s fine, lovely, most satisfactory. I’m a lucky person 
to have loving parents, a nice home.» He took hold of my 
wrist shaking it. « that’s what you think, isn’t it? » 

He had started to raise his voice again. But there was no 
one about, so I just kept quiet and waited. Suddenly he let go 
of me as if preoccupied with something else. Having fixed his 
buckle with a pin, I handed him back the sandal. He held it 
dangling by the strap, but made no attempt to put it on 
again. He slipped off his sock, and staring blankly in front 
of him, stuffed it slowly and carefully inside the shoe. Then 
he bent down to undo the other sandal. As the buckle was 
stiff, he pushed it off with his bare foot, leaving it done up. 


Finally he placed the pair neatly in front of him, socks inside, _ 


slipping back to the far end of the bench and swinging his 
legs round so that his feet came to rest right in my lap. They 
were clean, thin white feet with short well-shaped nails, the 
second toe slightly longer than the first and the little one curled 
up under the one next to it. 

He must have had more than one bath, I thought, and 
then I wondered whether his mother had come to cut his 
toenails when he was in bed, as I’d never seen them so well 
looked after. 

«When you've finished staring at my feet, we might 
possibly push on,» he said suddenly, giving me quite a start. 
« I imagine you find them clean and to your liking? » 

« Yes, » I confessed, « I’ve never seem them quite as well 
cared for. Her doing, I imagine? » 

« Quite, » he said, « everything you see here is her doing. » 
He’d started to speak like a showman at a fair. « Come closer 
ladies and gents, don’t be afraid to inspect him, inside and out. 
You draw back, you’re embarrassed? You’d rather not? Now, 
now, there’s no need for that. He’s not dangerous, not really, 
once you know how to handle him; a little out of the ordinary 
maybe, but otherwise quite harmless, only dangerous to him- 
self. » 

Suddenly he stopped. « What’s the good? » he said. 

« What indeed? » I answered, pushing his small case 
towards him, anxious to walk on. 
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He jumped up, shaking himself like a dog that had taken 
a ducking. Then he picked up his case with one hand and his 
sandals with the other and we set off. _ 

He walked quite unconcerned along the dirty path and I 
felt sad, sad at seeing his beautifully clean feet treading 
the dust. 


RETURN 


A year has passed, but the passing of the four seasons does 
not change a man’s mind. 

I’ve come back to the little cottage, just like last year. 
I’ve come alone to rest, to forget about the busy life in towns, 
about alarm clocks and buses and trains and crowds and desks 
and typewriters and colleagues and bosses and « This way 
please, » and « Can I help you? » and « Were you next? » and 
« l’m so sorry, so sorry, so sorry... your appointment... is expect- 
ing you... are expecting you...» and all the other words and 
words and words which make up a giant jigsaw puzzle called 
«my job» or «my work» or «my life». And then the way 
home, day after day, night after night, and Lyons and ABCs 
and coffee bars and rush, rush, rush to be in time... All this 
I’ve left behind in the town with its endless asphalt roads 
and hard paving stones, with its uniform houses and little 
gardens and gates and the multitude of people, people, peop- 
le... connected and entangled in telephone wires, supported by 
telegraph poles; people breathing, eating, excreting, working, 
loving, hating, conceiving, giving birth, laughing, crying, 
whispering, shouting, celebrating, mourning, turning round 
and round in circles, performing large and small pirouettes, 
clumsily and gracefully, until their ears are buzzing and their 
hair’s swept into the air, until they slump down gasping for 
breath... 

Here it is quiet, quiet, a strange emptiness lies over the 
cottage. It is so quiet I can hear the blood running in my 
veins... 


Monday 


Pm no longer alone in my little cottage. Yesterday the 
door opened and he appeared, just as a year ago. He took 
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hold of my hands and looked me full in the face, as if he was 
trying to find exactly the spot where we had broken off at 
the end of last summer. Can one pick up old ties just like 
that? He smiled strangely, fires were burning in his eyes, 
and I don’t believe that I lit them. — He wore the same old 
yellow checked shirt, the same faded blue trousers, his hair 
was long and uncombed, blown about by the seawind. He 
seemed to smell of sea and salt, and suddenly I had the strange 
feeling of finding part of myself again, a part which I had 
forgotten all about. And everything that followed was familiar, 
as familiar as if I had rehearsed it all beforehand, it couldn’t 
have been any different... 

He sat down in the wicker chair by the open window, 
his gaze somewhere lost over the distant waves. How poetical 
this sounds, but that’s just how it was. And then he started 
to talk. He asked no questions, there was no small talk, no 
preamble. I sat on the divan nearby... 

‘ What a funny lot we are. We did not write to each other 
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a single time throughout the year, we lived in utterly different 


parts of the country and yet in my little cottage none of this 
mattered in the very least. 

And just as a year ago, I did not want him to begin 
talking and talking the way he does, without a thought for 
anyone else, wrapped up in himself and nothing but himself. 

« And that’s where you are quite wrong, » he said, « it’s not 
just my affairs I’m talking about — and even if I did, why 
should you mind so much? I like talking and saying the 
things which come up from somewhere. Why do you think 
they come up, not just to force them away again, surely; do 
you think I should act exactly as everyone else expects me to? 
Do this and don’t do this, and remember this and don’t forget 
that, in order to achieve what, I would like to know, what? 
In order to be normal and adjunsted and one’s so-called 
age, eh? » 

«But Pm not quarrelling with you, » I said. « I’ve hardly 
spoken a word, have I? » 

« No, » he answered, « you don’t have to say it. Lord how 
I know you! » 

I laughed into his face, I couldn’t help it. That’s just 
where we had left off, exactly the spot... 

« What comes next? » I asked. I didn’t want him to make 
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me responsible for the sudden silence. And when he remained | 


quiet, his hands pressed against his lips as if sealing them, 
I added, «I can’t help laughing, you remember that, don’t 
you? » : 
« Devil take it, » he said suddenly, « do you know that I 
haven’t talked to a single soul, not to a single soul all those 
months? I know you don’t credit me with the gift of golden 
silence, but they, the whole bloody lot, they make me shut 
up like a clam. I didn’t even talk to Margarita, little Margarita, 
your little Margarita, you remember her surely? » 

I nodded. 

« Little Margarita,» he shouted suddenly at the top of 
his voice, «little Margarita belonged to me — utterly and 
completely. I had her when I wanted her, and I had her 
when I didn’t want her, and even when I wished her to the 
other side of the world, wished her to hell — the bitch —- 
the little darling — the beauty — the devil, the beast — oh, 
the innocent little lamb. Her body with alabaster curves, soft 
and firm, and cool, yielding and burning hot, that’s little Mar- 
garita — your little Margarita! 

«And then her father came. I don’t think you've ever 
met him. T’d quite forgotten that he existed — and how he 
existed, Lord above! He came at dusk, every night he came 
to my hut by the sea front, rain or shine. He walks with a 
stoop, trying to disguise his height. He’s as tall as I’ve ever 
seen a man in these parts, with greying hair and a drooping 
moustache. He never knocked, and he never entered my place 
and he didn’t even look at me. For ten minutes at dusk he 
used to walk up and down with long slow strides outside my 
window, then he would turn round and disappear in the 
direction of his white house. 

« And this went on until one night I just couldn’t bear 
it any longer. If he had only talked and said what he wanted! 
Still, what was there to say really. I knew, I suppose I knew 
why he came. He didn’t approve of me and he didn’t approve 
of me loving his daughter. All day long I couldn’t get him 
out of my mind, and when I put my arms round Margarita 
all the warmth seemed to have gone out of them. One night, 
after I had been watching him from behind my closed window 
for what seemed to me like an eternity, my anger and fury 
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had grown to such a pitch that I flung the window open and 
beckoned him to come closer. 

«God is love,» I shouted at him, « God is love. Didn’t 
you know that, you old man? Haven’t you seen it written up 
outside your churches? » God is love, and naturally therefore 
love must be God. 

«Love,» he went on, laughing bitterly and looking at 
me, « what a simple little word it is, just four letters. ‘God 
is love’ they write on their churches, and what do they know 
about love? And if you tell them that Love is God, they shake 
their wise heads and call it blasphemy. But after that night 
Margarita’s father didn’t come back. It had worked like a 
spell, like holding the cross out to the devil. But I... I still 
sat by the window when dusk came and looked out for him 
for many many nights to come. » 

« And now? » I asked. 

«I don’t look any longer, why should I? And Margarita, » 
he continued, « I paid her off. I don’t want anything for noth- 
ing. If she comes again I shall dump her into the sea. Anyway, 
now you're back she will probably come to see you — sit 
for you; or don’t you paint any longer? » 

He spoke so fast, I don’t think anything could possibly 
have stopped him. It was like a flood, a deluge, patter, patter, 
patter, words and more words. 

I just sat back and waited. 

« It’s a waste, » he said at last, « a waste to make love to 
Margarita, degrading to a good man. A girl like her, who 
huddles into the arms of any female giving her the slightest - 
encouragement. » 

« But she, she loves you,» I intervened, «you said so 
yourself. » 

« Did I? » he said, looking quite startled. « The fact is, » 
he continued, and his speech became all of a sudden slow and 
his eyes grew pensive, « the fact is, that with a girl like Mar- 
garita one just can’t tell, and now that you're back, you'll 
play the first fiddle, I’m sure of it. ‘Margarita dear,’ » he 
tried to mimic me, « ‘will you come and sit for me, two-and- 
six an hour?’ » 

I just laughed. « You’re absurd, » I said, « utterly absurd. 
You despise and long for everything and everybody at the 
same time. You’re hard to please, aren’t you? » 
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| « And it’s easy for you to talk, » he retaliated, « it’s always | 
easy for you to know all the answers. You place yourself on | 
a raised platform above everyone else, tying a scarf round | 
your eyes, like the goddess of justice, pronouncing impartial | 
judgment without looking either right or left. » i 
« And if you had your way,» I said, strolling into the i | 
16 kitchen to put the kettle on, « you would put the scarf round | 
my neck and pull hard. Right? » NI 
‘oe He grinned at me almost affectionately. « As a matter of © 
a fact, I’m darn glad you’re back, » he said warmly, following 
me out of the room... 


a: ON WRITING 


4 _ He came again yesterday and found me busy over some | 
writing. 
« At it again? » he asked. | 
Ta «As you can see,» I answered and made haste to clear | 
| away my papers. | 
‘4 «I prefer to see you painting,» he said after a little | 
while. « They all write, » he sighed, craning his neck to get a 
glance at what I was anxious to clear away. 
« Who are ‘they all’? » I enquired casually. | 
3 « All those who can’t help themselves any other way, those 
who think that the sun can only shine for them if they write 
their lines daily, who think that they have to express some- 
thing or else the earth would stop turning round. They sit up 
È late at nightymucking up perfectly good pieces of paper; 
_ retire to quiet and lonely spots to be undisturbed when the 
08 spirit moves them; struggling like those suffering from con- 
E stipation in order to get something out of their system. Or 
there are those to whom it comes like a flood, a deluge, 
È, overwhelming them, sweeping them away. They just can’t 
| | stop writing, it’s like diarrhoea... » 
Su « And to which of these do you belong? » I asked at last. 
a He grinned. «Oh, I, Pm moderate, neither one nor the 
14 other. — As a matter of fact, come to think of it, I’ve finished 
with writing, l’ve sworn I have — several times, to tell you 
the truth, » and he sighed deeply. « What’s the point, really? 
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There I sat full of ideas and feelings, turning out sheet after 
sheet. May be some of it was lousy, but there was good stuff 
too... I wrote it and re-wrote it all through the winter, and 
in spring I looked through it again, typed it all out neatly, 


bought envelopes and stamps and sent it off. — If you write 


you don’t want to keep the stuff locked up in your desk, you 
want to see it printed and read. What’s the point of writing 
it otherwise? You might as well make love to yourself. “You 
write, because you overflow with something and you want to 
communicate it to the world,’ I once read somewhere. Perhaps 
it would be better to go out into the street and talk to your 
fellow men and women rather than write it all down. Slap 
them on the back and shout into their faces what you’d think 
they must be dying to know. Still, this happens not to be our 
common way of expressing ourselves. We’re more highly 
organized and more refined, and those of us who don’t toe 
the line are generally kept in specially designed places. No, 
my dear lady, we have books and magazines and papers and 
print everything nicely in them for those who may wish to 
read this, that, or the other. They can come along and pick 
and choose what they want when they want it. But, try and 
get something printed,» he laughed bitterly. « Send it here, 
send it there: ‘I should be pleased if this MS proves suitable 
for publication by you. A stamped addressed envelope is 
enclosed... If, my dear Sir, you will kindly take the trouble 
to look at it, you may perhaps realize that the contribution 
I’m sending you is written with real live feeling which should 
darn well appeal to those of your readers who are not com- 
pletely dead from the waist doun... Yours truly, etc. etc... » 

I laughed. « Talk of mouth diarrhoea! I suppose they sent 
all your stuff back?» I asked. « The editor regrets... not 
suitable for our present number’, is that what happened? » 

« Right first time, » he clapped his hands together. « And 
one of them, » he added, « thought my MS ‘clever, but lacking 
universal significance and therefore unsuitable for our purpo- 
ses’, not that he pays contributors in any case. Still,» he 
continued, « you don’t seem to have given up hope yet, or do 
you keep all this, » he pointed to a pile of papers on my desk, 
«locked away for the world to see after you’ve gone? Paint, 
woman, paint, pictures go straight to the heart, you need no 
interpretation. Your pictures,» he turned towards a pile of 
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drawings and paintings leaning against the wall and started 3 
to laugh, « your pictures will make the stomachs of the vast 
majority turn inside out, even if they appeal to a few unsuc- 
È cessful penniless strugglers like you and me. » 
‘ SA «Thank you, » I said at last, « I enjoyed listening to you. 
TI might even paint a portrait of you one day, if you don’t look 
i out. In the meantime... well never mind... » 
«Never mind what?» he insisted, and then added 
| thoughtfully: «In the meantime we grow middle-aged and 
forget to live... » 


as ON TEACHING 


pi Friday 


m «...And what have you been doing with yourself all these 
months, apart from loving and/or hating Margarita and apart 
from pouring your soul on to paper and getting it returned 
to stock? » I asked him when he came again. He seemed in 
a good mood that morning, or at least I couldn't detect any 
» trace of his tragic-young-man act about him. He was looking 
at my latest attempt on canvas, a large doodle of interlocking 
rounded shapes, his hands dug deep into his trouser pockets, 
a whistling Lily-Marlene, of all tunes. 

CORR «So you want to know what I did with myself, you 
confirmed doodler? » he started. « Well, Pl tell you, build- 
41 ing castles in the sand, and — this will knock you for six, 
3 O beloved —#’ve been teaching kids. Well, why not, anyway; 
oe a fellow has to earn some money some way or other, a fellow 
54 has to live. » 

I « What about your pension? » I asked. 

DI « Unfortunately, » he sighed, « I've improved. I’m not 
quite so goofy any longer. How they’ve come to that conclusion 
the devil only knows. » 

« ‘Dear Sir, We are happy to be able to inform you that — 
your latest medical examination shows the condition of your 
nerves to be greatly improved. We are, however, stil continu- — 
ing the payment of your army pension though at a reduced 
rate. We advise you to communicate with the local offices of | 
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the Ministry of Labour with a view to finding employment. 
Etcetera, etcetera.’ So, my beloved, I became a member of the 
staff in one of the local educational establishments, in the 
well-established and highly reputable preparatory school of 
St Andrew’s, only 5 miles away, easily reached on a bicycle, 
in order to teach what? And there you have me, what the 
devil did I teach? But of course, French and Art... ‘Je suis 
Monsieur Fils d'un Chien... asseyez-vous, mes élèves... bonjour, 
mes amis...’ I’ve lived in France long enough for that anyway, 
and as I’ve been to a good school and come of a first-class 
family, my dear fellah, well, I exactly fulfil all the require- 
ments for a prep school teacher. The head, I can tell you in 
confidence, is delighted to have me. ‘As regards art’, he said, 
‘you know the Ministry of Education sets great store by this, 
art is very much a compulsory subject here; it is a subject 
of great importance to the development of the young minds.’ 
Opinions differ on this matter of course. My head, a man of 
many years’ teaching experience — well, he has his own ideas 
on the subject, naturally. ‘Young minds,’ he believes, ‘young 
minds need discipline, order and, of course, kindness. Self- 
expresion, well, that’s a big word. These young boys come here 
to be taught, to be able to pass exams, to get on in life. 
They’re all from excellent families, naturally, and art, art is 
part of their syllabus. But all this talk of self-expression, my 
dear fellah, they’ve plenty of time for that when they’ve 
passed their exams. Teach them art, drawing, painting, yes, 
but in a disciplined way, no messing around, no running wild. 
I’m sure we understand each other.’ 

« That’s my head. I get my pay cheque regularly at half- 
term. No, not Burnham scale, but paid holidays. Yes, I’ve 
sold myself, incredible as it may seem to you, incredible as 
it in fact is. I’ve sold myself in return for security, to keep 
my belly full. And I get a belly full, five times a week! 
Well, forget it. We’re on holiday now. » 

« How long do you think you can keep this up? » I asked 
him. 

« Who knows?» he answered raising his shoulders. 
« Strange as it may seem I’ve taken to those spoilt little brats 
from first-class families; hell, Pim just one of them, and I’ve 
become the padding, the shock-absorber, between them and 
their commanding officer. It’s some kind of a conspiracy. 
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x en the head finds out it will be all up with me. But why 


go on talking about it? One day I shall take a long thin dagger 
and sharpen it to absolute perfection, and I shall wait until 


nightfall and then I shall go and cut the throats of all those | 


in command, those successful disciplined devils. There will be 
heads with slit throats galore, and their bodies will lie stretch- 
ed out stiff with sticky red blood drying into a brownish- 
black mess. There will be art for you! » he grinned. « When I 


open their doors with my dagger shining in the moonlight, 


they will know that their hour has come, and they will sink 


‘to their knees, begging for mercy. But I shall be ruthless. ‘It’s 
my job, Sir,’ I shall say. Yes, it has come to this now, the time 


is ripe, over-ripe in fact. ‘I always did my best,’ he will say, 
‘and I never expected this from you.’ No» — he hesitated a 


moment, « I don’t think he will say that — his eyes will just 


grow large and round with fear and then it will be all over. » 
«Give me a basin,» I called out, «and if you want my 
opinion, I would double your disability payment... Nerves 


_ improved, my foot... » 


He laughed. 


We packed our things together and went for a long swim. 


Tuesday 


I still haven’t seen Margarita again. 


pS Wednesday 


It was so hot it seemed as if the gates of hell had broken 


- open and all the heat had been swept up from it and concen- 


trated on this patch of earth and sea. It was hard to breathe, 


| the air seemed loaded, ready to explode at any moment. Three 
_ big flies, apparently immune to D.D.T., were circling round 


my face and buzzing madly. A number of times I had tried 
unsuccessfully to shush them away; but even this involved too 
much effort, so I resigned myself to their buzzing and the 


irritation they caused me when they finally decided to make 


my face a rest-centre. 
It was just then that Margarita entered. She slipped quiet- 
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_ ly into my room, as I had left doors and windows open, hones 
for a little cooling breeze from the sea. 

During the past year she had undoubtedly grown into a 
beautiful young woman, but in spite of this had preserved a 
certain air of the very little girl about her. She wore a low- 
cut blue and white striped jumper and a very full, dark-red 
cotton skirt, her bare, finely shaped bronzed legs in rope- 
soled sandals. Somewhat to my surprise she walked straight 
up to me, threw her arms round my neck, pressed her slender 
body against mine and kissed me on both cheeks. My first 
reaction was that in this heat I could not possibly bear anybody 
so close to my burning, sweating skin, but Margarita felt 
amazingly cool and fresh, just like the so much longed-for sea 
breeze. I took her cool smooth face between my hot hands 
and kissed her lightly on her soft full lips. 

«Sit down, my little one,» I said, «it really is good to 
see you again. » 

«Pm happy you are back,» she said, letting herself fall 
into the wicker chair and smiling at me sweetly. 

Then the storm broke at last, thunder rolled, and light- 
ning lit up every corner of my room. The rain started to pour 
down in torrents. 

Margarita’s face had grown very solemn. «I can’t help 
it, » she whispered, « but it always scares me stiff. » And when 
a bright flash of lightning followed almost immediately upon 
a tremendous thunderclap, she buried her face in my lap. 

« What are you afraid of, my little one? » I asked her. 
But she didn’t answer, only pressed her head harder and 
harder against me. 

« Silly little Margarita,» I tried to console her, talking 
as though to a baby, « Margarita mustn’t be afraid of a little 
storm. » 

« Little? » she repeated questioningly and sighed. 

« And I thought you had grown up during the past year. » 

« So he told you, did he? » she whispered. « But it makes 
no difference, anyway, » she continued. « I’d so much like you 
to look after me always. » 

«I,» I laughed, « look after you? Whatever for? » 

« Because, » she murmured, « because Margarita’s frigh- 
tened, frightened, scared stiff. Everything’s too much for me, 
too big, too hot, too cold; everyone’s always expecting so much 
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space. «Keep me here,» she said at last, her voice shaking 
with suppressed sobbing, « keep me with you always, please! » 


from me: ‘do this, do that,’ I don’t want to any longer. Pm 
just scared of everything. Scared to live, and just as scared to | 
die... and so afraid to live, so afraid to live...» She repeated | 
this over and over again, her eyes wide with fear, staring into 


She seemed like a frightened bird. I stroked her beauti- 


ful wavy hair, trying to comfort her. We hadn’t met for 
nearly a year, and all the time we had been together before, 


_ I always managed to keep a certain distance between us, 


kind but firm. Now I felt quite invaded by her. 

«It’s the storm,» I managed to say at last, «it affects 
some people that way. But it’s over now. » 

She sat up in her chair, rubbing her eyes, shaking her 
long dark hair out of her face. 


« It’s not the storm, » she said at last. « But I think you're | 
even more afraid than I am.» And she laughed quite shrilly — 
«in a way I had never heard her laugh before. 


«Sit down again,» I begged her, «and tell me about 
yourself. I haven’t seen you for so many months. » 

« You really know everything already,» she said after 
a moment’s hesitation. 

We sat in the dark close to each other in silence. I felt 
strangely young and old, wise and foolish and full of protec- 
ting tenderness towards her. Here was Margarita, my little 
Margarita, his little Margarita. A child, a young girl, a woman, 
a mistress, loved and desired, hated and despised, but always 
beautiful, lovely to look at and wonderful to feel. I must have 
dozed off, for some hours later I woke up with a start, finding 
myself sitting in the armchair by the window. A warm rug 
had been spread over my knees. The moon was shining into 
my room, spreading a ghostly pale yellow light over its con- 
tents. I was all on my own now. It was so quiet, it seemed as 
if the whole world had become one vast emptiness. After a 
while I heard a night bird calling in the distance. I went to 
bed and slept heavily... 

Next morning Margarita re-appeared soon after break- 
fast, looking fresh and radiant with health. Settling herself 
in the armchair by the window, with her legs drawn up under 
her wide skirt she looked me straight in the face, her large 
brown eyes smiling sweetly. 
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« When you were away,» said Margarita, « I thought of 
you a great deal. I saw us together in just this room, sitting 
side by side and talking. And even when you were miles away 
and had probably forgotten all about me, I could feel you 
by my side. » 

« What about him? » I asked. « You had him near you 
all the time, didn’t you? » 

She smiled. « Why must you bring him up now? » she 
asked. « We are very comfortable and happy aren’t we, if 
only you wouldn’t start talking of him again and again. All 
the time he seems to hang over me like a dream-shadow. » 

« But he is no dream-shadow, » I replied finally after a 
prolonged silence, he’s been with both of us and he has not 
disappeared either. To-morrow he will come to see you, or me, 
who knows? » 

« I know, » she said suddenly quite abruptly and looking 
at me with an expression of downright challenge. « He will 
‘come and see you and he will come and monopolize you, and 
he will come to talk and talk and argue and moan, the dra- 
matic lover, artist, the angry, furious, gentle, loving young 
man. Like a spilled jelly he will be all over your chairs, your 
rugs, your divan, like pink and sticky jelly, or yellow, or 
orange or green — the colour doesn’t matter. But can’t you 
feel him, just like those jelly-fish, strange and cool, fascinat- , 
ing at times and with poisonous stings? » 

« You don’t like to see us together then? » I enquired. 
«It’s understandable, after all... » 

She just shrugged her shoulders. « Sometimes you’re a 
bit hopeless, » she said, « you simply won’t see... » 

It was just about then that he joined us. 

« Ah, the perfect trio, » he called out, slamming the door 
behind him and sinking into the next soft chair. « My two 
beloved ones, my young, virginal, beautiful flower, Marga- 
rita, my little one, do you remember our nights of passion, 
when you lay cold and stiff in my arms, pretending to be hot 
and full of the most unselfish love, sacrificing yourself on the 
altar of my brutality? And you, my old hag, experience person- 
ified, cool and collected and burning away quietly, wasting 
your life over canvasses and empty sheets of paper. I would 
like to pick you both up by your top-knots and swing you 
around, one in each hand, knock you together, knead you into 
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| ae big delicious take and — gobble you up. Greedy, greedy, 


that’s me all over. » 
Without speaking a word, Margarita ran her hand once 
or twice through her hair as if to tidy up the mess which he 


_ had threatened to make of it, stood up and slipped quietly out 


of the room. 
«There you are, » I said, «that's what you do, upsetting 
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a sweet child like this, whatever for, won't you ever grow | 


2 
up? » | 
«I seem to have heard you say that before, you cucum- 


lift you into the seventh heaven. You’ll be surprised, you’ll be 


- swept off your feet, you'll be... well, you’ll see. You will forget 


all about little, sweet little girls... Margarita... oh Lord, Mar- 
garita... how can you be so blind so utterly utterly... » 
We locked the door, and we forgot about Margarita, and 


about everything and everybody... I hadn’t thought it pos- 
sible... 


This is the heritage that has been left to me. I have 
sorted and resorted it, sometimes adding little bits here and 


sometimes taking little bits away. I have ended up looking at 


it as if it were now really something belonging to me, and 


the idea that I might perphaps nurse it into a finished piece 


of writing has occured to me again and again. But how to do 


«it? These crumpled sheets remind me so much of a frock, 
| passed on to me, made of a strange and yet attractive and 


fascinating material. It is not quite in the fashion and not 
quite my size. I have not found any cloth which would truly 
match it and if I tried to alter it, I fear, I would only spoil 
its character. I have therefore kept it as I received it, and 
I still take pleasure in looking at it, although I cannot turn 


it into the fashionable garment I would have liked to make 
of it. 
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AT THE BACK DOOR 


DAILY THREAT 


Look, look; be careful; 

You are sitting in your house, 
You have eaten, and your bed 

Is ready for your whole self 

To lie on it, to sleep. 

Be careful; 

The food has vanished into your flesh, 
Your mind has vanished from your bed, 
Your faith has become a screaming: 
See me, see me, God, 

O God, show that you have seen me... 


I am wanting everything for the sake of nothing; 
Something for that everything; 
Anything that’s not my mere desert. 


I am wanting God for the sake of the void; 
A father because of God; 
A lover who is more than all I know of love. 
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I am wanting everyone for the sake of dying 
A brother for that everyone; Rite 

A child which is my love and is myself. 


I am wanting us for the sake of no-one; 
You for my one-ness; 
This day for all infinity. 


What I hold, I have by lucky chance; 
What I own belongs to any thief; 
What I lose has had to be returned; 
What I grieve is only mine by grief; 
My right is but this verb to be, 

And if I weep, the tears are given me. 


I did not wish to wait outside 

The door marked God, so in my pride 
I knocked. No answer. I went in 

And found a mirror and a book on sin. 


- Too many cages. 
pe You should rest 
From pacing up and down this market street 
_ Where they sell birds. No cage 
__ Can ever hold the bird you want. 
Will you wait here until the hunters come 
— To the back door of the emporium 
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counter? By ‚you will DE Hearn 
rom the market sounds, da i“ from the ‘chatter. 
_ You are loosing time. _ 
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Better devise your instruments and go 
Into the woods. Go catch the bird 
da Which will sit in ii light as your own tongue, 


ANTHONY BURTON 


THE WIND 


Ay heart beats like a cuckoo-call 
A clamours to the sky 
those dreamlike incandescence shines 
e moistened sea-shells on the thirsty shore: 


AS | their ST the hot wind blows dry; 
DE or water-lilies gliding 

x gently to the breeze that’s flying 

_ passing over the grass: the trees all sigh, 
the rose stands proudly quivering, 

the wrinkled leaf skips on 

in circles, and is swept along. 
withering... 


«Jaime le bruit du vent» ...Olivia (Brigitte Bardot) in La + 
Gs. Lumiéré d'en face. 
| How pleasant to survey, Olivia, the night, 
the surge, the beat and clatter of the train 
_ inside, how cosy, but — 
zut! mon linge! 


| Outside the irresistible counterpart 
impotently fostered waits, 09) 
who drives the rain-spears through the corridors "AS 

A 


of the inflated heart. 
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LOW SUNDAY | < 


(written after a Papal audience) 


Gold is beautiful metal: 
We love in for its purity; | 
Diamond is a jewel, scintillating, splendid; 3 
Diamond set in gold is a ring to put on the finger 
Of that which personifies it. 

To me love is an unknown quantity, 

But I can imagine what it must be: 

A silhoutte, 

A momentary insight in a crowded circolare, 

As when the twilight moon 

Alone in a wilderness of sky, 

Catches you: even so the quality of girl 

Is in person all. 


But love is in the end ineffable. 

Love in the heart's bright fountain: 

Where I stood and watched the scene 

In St. Peter’s, all seemed clear, 

And I was near to tears: 

Little girls on the day of their first Communion, 
A bunch of lilies at St. Catherine’s wedding, 
Shouted as he passed, and knew God was there; 
And as I touched his hand 

I knew too, and understood. 

« You understand » the cheering crowds re-echoed, 
And the tears came unexpectedly. 
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"he girls in trains interest me as before, 
ut half their mystery is gone: 

It is All the source of all that makes their poem: 
The «restless circle » is the Eternel Universe; 

4 ana pebbles are like confetti on the ground. 
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A LETTER OF THANKS 


| When I consider all the kindness in my life 
_ I sometimes think I ought to write a sonnet about it i 
To thank all those who have helped me, made me happy: 

| Doctors, teachers, masters, my mother most of all, 

| But not least yourself: that picnic near Anticoli 

Had everything to commend it: a cool spot, good food and wine. 
Far from « soiled productive cities» as Auden put it; 
Subiaco, so ineffably peaceful, had such living peace 

_ That every mountain seemed a cathedral spire: 

The spirit of St. Francis lives there still. 


TA À op deat, yl bea 


: «When consider Life, ’tis all a cheat » | 
Said Dryden in a moment of conceit: Ñ 
He hadn’t an inkling of what it is to live. 
For we realize in our moments of reflection 
That life is just simplicity, pure and simple: 
A rippling river and a cicada, 
The scented peace in boxbush and a breeze: 
Last Sunday really was a slice of life. 
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DANIEL CORY 


| i SOLSTICE 


Solace of leaves — the panting sun 
sprawls on an emerald lake 
BÈ of straying clouds and tumbling hills 
in alien space awake. 


i White wardens rule the margins 
and exalt inquisitive towers 
( À to observe some flapping detail 
1 in the green log of their hours. 
| 


Lost in a cloud of concepts — 
the arrested fire of thought: 
a flapping in the margins 
of golden words I sought. 


THE UNVEILED HEART 


Unveil the « Innocent Heart » of literature — Bi 
dank den where unfed feelings lie in wait, | 
or coil in knots when blind sorcerer 
toys with the conscious setting of our « Fate ». 
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| we Beh your ud a sallow as he. moon, e 
ve talk of Santayana — golden ties 
of idle words on holiday in June. 


Not in tautologies a sinuous clue 
to the raw object of the animal mind: 
green eyes in terror, a recalcitrant « you » 
knotted in pain by «me» — avid and blind. 


Moonlight. The Love that moves the stars. And then 
_ the hissing of the serpents in their den. 


PENNY: JOSEP A 


DAWN AT AVIGNON 


From heart at peace in this absolving city 
A structure grows; out of the spiral of sleep 
An image is uncoiled, and lo! the bright morning, 


While honey in the stone wakes to the sun. 


Each moment has its entry, no mist blurs 
Arrival or departure; in the mirror 

The boy collects the loaves, the women pause. 
But do not fear to look down: they are there. 


All as if summoned for my royal display. 
The people have no need of coats: the storm, 
If any is brought on, will do no damage, 

The flock of pigeons cannot fall and die. 


Building by building, see, the light is strengthened, 
The bank gates opened; from each side of the square 
Characters enter at the faultess moment. 

Balcony audience, we yet are there. 


All as if ordered, — yet the growing light 
Tightening behind the statues has for source 
The great white uncontrollable sun; 

And all has a rounded end except that when 
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_ Pantomime finished, then the watcher knows 
= Trumpeter for the day has but begun. 
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8 DANAE 
pa. 
| Early the day before she had heard gulls 
EX Crying above the city; the builder’s lad 
_ Looked down, an idle sailor, from the deck, 
Fifty feet up, of half-made offices. 
= The voice of the deep sea washed over 
_ Human traffic, bringing a salt wind. 


She woke in the early dawn, and all across 
The vague roof outlines saw the lighted squares — 
_ Gold pieces shining round her in the morning. 


- Within her father’s garden now she walks 
Through groves where no bird hops to snap a twig 
_ And reinforce the silence of November. 
Slowly without a breeze from one last tree 
The leaves slip on her head, her breast, her hands 
Caught in her hair and laid against her cheek y 
The last bright coins fateful in the Winter. | 
What use to cast Danaë upon the flood? 
_ The shower of stars falls as the cask swivels 
Carrying her over oceans to remove 
_ The love that reached her in an inland garden. 
Looking she sees no sign of the God’s love 
But knows as doom the springing of her own. 
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FAILURE OF MAGIC | 


Call all but the sentries back: 

Summon the flaming rose from the dun earth, 

And hold up your hand for the birds; 

Breathe on the splinter-thin ice to set moving the fish 

Yet you cannot bring back the sun to make Summer again. 


Look to the Winter stars: 

Strew the dark cave with the remnant of Autumn flowers, 
Turn on the shielding music; 

Withdraw your eyes from the desert yet you cannot 

Ignore who it was led Proserpine away. 


Glance up at the dark wave 

Curling its green glass over the sliding years: 

No blue-veined hand can stop it. 

The power that waits to take his share of life 

Will surrender no minute to wisdom or youth or beauty. 


Where the great pines move on the hill 

We turn our back on the plain, face the hidden valley, 

This now our home season, 

Intent on a changed direction, for when Summer returns 
We shall have gone where not even the sun can restore. 


DEAD OF NIGHT 


We learn a method by the absence of 

The wherewithal to use it. Celibates 

Think more of lust than easy animals; 

The street-bound man knows the green fields of Summer. 
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A 2 2 so a (ADS SR , fills the eye 
Empty of sights accepted, like the walker 
wning a kingdom in an empty town. 


'he swept and lighted streets abandoned lead 
raight to the city centre, where alone 
d-yellow-green lit faces blink and order 


The absent traffic. 
Be. 


Er 

Five heavy lorries from the North 

wing from the dark road to the light and back 
nto the dark again. 


My mind my kingdom; » but the invader comes 
Vith blazing lights, and into the dark again 
'hunders, leaving the absence filling with echo. 
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To kill the moon: 

Dreams to spurt the péché 

Spirit to endure, to. climb 

With glittering vizor caught, 

Pricked silver — spurred with rhyme 
Into the lists of shouting stars. 
Tantalizing Mars 

To kill the moon. 


To kill the moon, 

The measure of my daring; 

To break the softened bondage, bleakly 
Slow-consuming. The uncaring 

Every dailyness of weakly 

Warping to a womanly debility. 

Nor serves humility 

To kill the moon. 


To kill the moon. 

The frenzied image jeers 

And tips up walls, 

Naming the ocean-tears. 
Unleashed malignant, mauls 
The gentle lavendered reform; 
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Calls home a bitter storm 
To kill the moon. 


MALEDICTION 


The world’s press gibbers 

Reporting the sick and reeling times. 
Still, each day 

Bread is delivered 

Ships are built 

Seas sailed, 

And the harvest of the world turned over 
By the patient steady hands 

That seem, each century, to hold these tasks 
With even sanity — 

And almost no imagination. 
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We look and listen now 
Instead of sing and dance. 

Can, and do read books, 

Die less in childbirth, 

Scorn the public hanging, 

And the baited bear: 

Enjoy a universal drainage 

Re And forswear 

Be Child labour. 

| Gentlemen and ladies may 
Control copulation, 

Bathe daly, 

Click typewriters and high heels, 
Yawn an «X » at voting, 

Endure the bonds of matrimony, 
And insure themselves 

For a small sum weekly 

Against life 

And death 

And the pursuit of happiness. 
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THRUST AGAIN 


Into the ever-changing shape down-thrusting: 
What's there to-day? 

Glass can break and the wine is sour 

They say the almond tree’s in flower. 
Thrust again. 

Apricot truffles in a lime-chilled sky; 

The juice from the moon makes children cry. 
O man! 

You can circle now in apprentice flight 

For a fleeting tick in the talk of day: 

The image is focused, then wrenched from sight 
By pinioned arms on some Appian Way. 
Thrust again. 

Down — 

Where drifting mists are obscuring 

Colour and form in a cottonwool hush: 
Only trembling nerves enduring 

Contact and fear in the pulpy crush. 

O man! 

Crawl to the empty rung that is nearest, 
And find the aching dimension above. 
Thrust again. 

Up — 

With a leap on the lip of morning 

Eye to eye with the staring sun. 

What’s there to-day? 

Bronze and golden and silver bluebells, 

A tiny arrogant brown-striped flower. 

Now for a word, a note, a line; 

And the moving mass of the shape re-forming. 
Thrust again. 
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THE GOAT 
Es 
— When out of weariness we sometimes shun 
"he impact of that urgent world our senses 
¡pprehend, the need to understand, 
And others’ grief: 
Then we have done +: 
With all response. We are the goat that’s tethered o 
At the top of a cliff: | 
That solitary thing with long hair tossed | 
Like wispy straw, and hooves of startled caution, 
Which standing there, looks out of coin-slot eyes È 
On currents of water 
Crossed and re-crossed 
Between immovable rocks, and watches 
_ The sea-bird slaughter; 
Sees grasping wind thrash grass and bracken, break 
de petal’s premature attempt at life, 
Sees glass-blue waves carved into leaping foam: 
Day in, day out 
These actions make 
The uncomprended backcloth to existence, 
While without 
Question, the eye in amber ring reflects 
| This bouldering ocean and this cartwheel sky, 
And neither knows what it sees, nor believes it has 
Seen anything. 
Where man expects, 
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orance N i it was we ee 
Bee unaware that we had suffered, 
- We should be les? _ 
3 A single bleat = ir, 
ee all this creature « can conceive 
| Of its distress. 


CHRISTOPHER HUMBLE 


A FRIDAY METAMORPHOSIS 


O 
fs 


One hot Friday morning I kicked stones into the road and 
_ my future. At last, driven by monotonous indecision I 
+ had strayed onto the verge, and I lay down on my shadow. 


Wane pe fl be 


i = was travelling from my eighteenth to my nineteenth year, 
relatively fast. And had become aware of an engulfing 
_ revolution in my world so undeniable that it happened. 


as I lay E 

with the badly pressed hedgehogs and birds, and my heels H 
laid a pall reverently over us. At that moment I felt the 
concentrated essence of existence hopping on my hand. 
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[ A month 
or so before this my clothes had been changed in the van of 


| the rapidly gaining Graces, altering my approach in the street. 
One day a silent white bicycle bell fell at my feet; after } 
_ that I only rode somewhere when I had somewhere to ride to. | 


The 


transformation spread, like a superfluous poison, until it 


| issued out at my finger tips. It rested for a second on my 
_ palm. 


I looked closely and saw that it was raining. 
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WINDOW IN THE SKY 


Sing down the writhing times 

Framed in my window, as 

Young and at fault my mind 

Recoils from a clouds gestation, 

With the mackerel turning on their backs, 
Away from sinking bait. 

« Catch us falling thorns, » some elephantine God, 
Devised with your feet on our ground, 
Cheat the Tarpiean catcher’s hand 

And those dying beauties on the stoned gate, — 
Blood-bent on the rocks, amused | 
At the finality in our eyes, 

Fated to advance on stilts or faith. 

« Mother my dreams and reveries at night 

With which I wake those stagnant tears 

Thrown from the sky and back from 

Tailored mountain, into the climbs 

Inherent in dead men. » 

Contempt, find us in our beds, 

Delicately unprepared, but hiding 

In adequate truths drawn tight 

Around our bristling breasts; 

Pray that this battle will disturb our sleep. 

Captivate my hands and find the sky 

Breaking her blue heart like a queen, 

Just for that little world indoors 

And that permanency above my head. 

Go pleas and thank those little men, 

Who, owed our results in advance, 

Bow to our waste of time, 

Their solemnity silencing all sanity, 

And those who never weep for John, 

For whom the rain is always red, 

The bleeding boy thrown in a spiritual arc, 

To the white ground 

And his own indelibility. 
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GREEN INNOCENCE 


Grass-green innocence, a child, 
Rides his wild horse park, leaps strong 
And vernal-eyed in the sun, 
Sees, cometing-forth at noon, 
Self-made planets, hears spheres of song, 
Takes never a thought beyond the wild 


Woods, as roving errant he flies 

Through the old year’s rout of leaves, runs 
Where thicker the shades throng, 
Nor listens to the shadows long 

Of sunburnt days behind him piled 


Crackle in chorus his ache to come. 


Mirage-bound and moving blind, he downcomes, 
Up-growing from his sapling game 

In the laughing park, 

Bearing the stolen spark 
— Easy descending into hell — and spurts the flame. 
As fire begins, desire begins, death croaks home 


To his black roost in a human tomb. 
The beacons of the blades that mark 
Love’s filigree, 
Ideals on trees, 
Is all the living light in all his gloom. 
Restored for a single dawn to the park, 
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Of cockcrow-new leaves 


Lucent in the sun. Then day goes culi 
A breeze blows out the sun. 


“ 


The old man wakes to his bed of thorns, 


To elegiac grasses adds his sigh 
For the sun-dream gone. 
For his singsong = 

Shadow in the innocent park he mourns, — 

Clasping a day-woven, phantom child. 
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CONSTANTINE TRYPANIS 


ROYAL TOMB AT DENDRA 


Tell lies the king, gold-masked. But here the faithful slave, 
— Burnt, buried at his feet in a flat hole, 

DE Touched greatness. What the gods had demanded he gave, 
And so: « Fullfilled the nature of his soul ». 


DA perfect slaves glide through the bronze gate 
_ Of Hades proud as any king. In Hell 

_ And Heaven degree will wither, the great 

| Are the « fullfilled » — his king has served him well. 


MY LOVE 


My love stands honeydusted in a frieze, 
Moving never to reach the temple door, 
Her cloak soft-pleated in the marble breeze. 


And I below, a foot-fall on the floor, 
That drifts to join the wisps of ancient prayer, 
Eyes watching skywards, thirsting more and more. 


Beyond the rock her marble eyelids stare, 
locked in their deep impenetrable calm, 
And calm her limbs that were sculptured to dare 
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POEMS 


The warring gyres of love. Across them warm 
Move light-legged Attic shadows that wind 
Round narrow thigh, and pitcher-holding arm. 


And 1, the dust below — head tilted, blind, 
A cave-born bat that struck against the sun, 
Long hours tied to tall pillars and the wind. 


SILENCE 


Slacken the straining ear, 

The song struck from the bell, 
Close dancing diamond clear, 
Has floated along with the swell 


To the reeds and the shells of the bay, 
To the net-webbed boats behind 

The rocks, has withered away 

In the grooves of the Western wind. 


The latticed winter leaves 

Shivered, then sulking hung still, 

The stacks that swallowed the sheaves 
Drank music climbing the hill 


To the windy chapel, the saint 
Blessing his stone-ribbed fields, 
To the drifts of sky that paint 


Blazons on cloud white shields. 


Stillness now smooth-footed sneaks, 
Yet this hush has a tongue, is a part 
Of the anxious silence that speaks 
Between the beats of the heart. 
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MY WINDOW CAUGHT THE GARDEN 


My window caught the garden in the fall 

And watched the wind torment the leaves 

To fury with a thousand hands. 

I hardly could believe (seeing the torn ends 

Of trees and slain flowers, white like dead doves) 


That such a war could rage within a square so small 


When through this storm of flowers, a child’s hand 
Small against the window, tapped like dead leaves 
And laid an open hand against the glass 

Breaking the squared picture without sound 

(This light is madness to the leaves) 


Like quiet rain on rusting grass. 


OUT IN THE DARK THE BRIGHT 


Out in the dark the bright stands still 

Or moves in an arc to your window-sill, 

Follows a pattern, falls from the sky, 

Drifts like music, pierces your eye. 
Your heart is a bell. 
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The horses are gold and their eyes bright red, 

They come in the dark to the edge of your bed. 

Nothing can move them or tear them apart. 

They are the music that sings in your heart. 
Your hand is a rod. 


Out in the dark the light walks by 7 > 

Its centre a brightness, its shadow a sigh. Ei 

If you could reach it your grasp would be moon 2 

Roped to your tides like an egg in a spoon. 
Your blood is a sea. 


How shall your heart and your hand and your blood _ A 

Carry your ark to the edge of the flood? «di 

How shall this music which lifts you so high 

Stop you from falling right out of the sky? 
Your mind is a clod. 


PHOENIX : 


Phoenix burnt the building down if 
Phoenix made the world a town rs 
Cut the forests to a tree 

Burnt the water in the sea 


Dried the rivers dried the lakes i 3 
Phoenix fired the water snakes PE 
Made the earth a scarlet gown 

Struck the sun and cast him down 


Phoenix made the earth go round 
Drove red sinews in the ground 
Spun the axis of the world 
Turning it until it curled 


Next he tied an egg with thread 
Let it hang above his head 
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Cracked it hard and let it break 
Threw the stuff into a lake 


From this dying riot grew 
The dead rose up that Phoenix slew 
Sprouting in primeval rage 

Found the world too small a cage 


Phoenix met them face to face 
Let new disorder take their place 
Gave dominion to a fool 


Gave him power and let him rule 


Cast his gold upon the ground 
Phoenix beat it till it browned 
Slashed the sky with blue and red 
Baked the corn to fields of bread 


This is blood that Phoenix breathes 
This is flesh that Phoenix weaves 
This quick flesh and this desire 
Breathe with synonyms of fire 


These are hands and these are eyes 
These are loins love unties : | 
All these laws your giant proves 4 
In this heart your Phoenix moves A 


This is music Phoenix made 

This is granite turned to jade 
Insistent rhythms in the flowers 
Thunderstorms and gentile showers 


This the dance and this the breeze 
This the wind among the trees 
This the star beyond our sight 
This the dance from death to light 


Who shall tell who Phoenix is? 
Who shall tell where Phoenix lives? 
Who now is blood and now is air 
Drive, dominion everywhere. 


180 


SS A 


EN SEIEN RE ge at Nan al 


AUF de 


AA zur 


. Nymph O the Nymph in her crisp cresses 


- A VIEW OF THE LIME QUARRY > 

ON THE SLOPES OF SERMONETA 38 
FROM . 

THE HILL ABOVE THE RIVER 

NINFA 9 


for Marguerite 


Italy breaking her bones for bread, 

Eating her stones... 

But the Nymph O the Nymph on her crisp cresses 
Clattering over the cobbles in slippery 

Clogs where the little palazzi were and the 
Churches... . tas 


chattering under the bridges 
Nobody’s shoes nobody’s shoes... Ar, 


Jigging with midges in the shaft of sun. E 4 


Cracking her knuckles in time’with the tune 
Nobody knows now nobody knows... 


O but the Nymph 338 
chuckling her fables 2 
Over and over again and then - 228 
When the dynamite kicks at the sky and the quarry a 
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her stones ven 
7 thunders and tumbles — 


+5 È _— 
O but the Nymph! How she hushes and humbles 
Just for a heart’s beat and is dumb — 


e 
_ Nymph in the ruins of time! 
2e, and then laughs again. 
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HER BECOMING 
AN OLD LADY MUSES 


I have learned to sit quietly, 


| Watching the wind riffle the backs of small birds, 


Chirping with fleas in the sand, 
My shape a levity — yes! — 
A mad hen in a far corner of the dark, 


Still taking delight in nakedness, 


In the sun, busy at a young body, 

In the rain, slackening on a summer field; 

In the back of my mind, running with the rolling water, 
My breasts wild as the waves. 


I see a shape, lighted with love, 

Light as a petal falling upon stone. ; 
From the folds of my skin, I sing, AAA 
The air still, the ground alive, Be 
The earth itself a tune. 


How sweetly I abide. Am I a bird? 

Soft, soft, the snow’s not falling. What’s a seed? 

A face floats in the ferns. Do maimed gods walk? 
A voice keeps rising in my early sleep, 

A muffled voice, a low sweet watery noise. 

Dare I embrace a ghost from my own breast? 
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A spirit plays before me like a child, 
| A child at play, a wind-excited bird. 


A ghost from the soul’s house? 
Im where I always was. 

The lily broods. Who knows 
The way out of a rose? 


II 


Is it the sea we wish? The sleep of the changeless? 
È, | In my left ear I hear the loud sound of a minor collapse. 
Last night I dreamt of a jauntier principle of order; 

i Today I eat my usual diet of shadows. 

= Dare I speak, once more, in the monotony of great praise, 
_ In the wild disordered language of the natural heart? 

| What else can I steal from sleep? 


= We start from the dark. Pain teaches us little. x 
I can’t laugh from a crater of burning pitch, 
_ Or live the dangerous life of an insect. | 
Is there wisdom in objects? Few objects praise the Lord. | 
_ The bulks cannot hide us, or the black sheds of our desolation. _ 
I know the cold fleshless kiss of contraries, : 
The nerveless constriction of surfaces — 
Machines, machines, loveless, temporal; 
Mutilated souls in cold morgues of obligation. 


III 


There are times when reality comes closer: 
In a field, in the actual air, 
_I stepped carefully, like a new-shod horse, 
A raw tumultuous girl 
Making my way over wet stones. 


And then I ran — 
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fron ahead of a 3 
Across a field, into a little wood: 


And there I stayed, until the day burned down. 


My breath grew less. I listened like a beast. 


Was it the stones I heard? I stared at the fixed stars. 


4 The moon, a pure Islamic shape, looked down. 
| The light air slowed: It was not night or day. 
All natural shapes became symbolical. 

_ The only thing alive in heaven’s eye, 

I shed my clothes to slow my daemon down. 
And then I ran again. 


Where was I going? Where? 
What was I running from? 
To these I cried my life — 
The loved fox, and the wren. 


Speech passed between small birds; 
Silence became a thing; 

Echo itself consumed; 

The scene shrank to a pin. 


Did my will die? Did I? 

I said farewell to sighs, 

Once to a toad, 

Once to a frog, 

And once to my flowing thighs. 


Who can believe the moon? 
I have seen! I have seen! 
The line! The holy line! 


A small place all in flame. 


Out, out, you secret beasts, 
You birds, you western birds. 
One follows fire. One does. 

My breath is more than yours. 
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h before 7 sing. 
love because I am —’ 
rapt thing with a name. 


IV 


am benign in my own company. 
shape without a shade, or almost none, 


‘he grandeurs of a crazy one alone! 
y swoops of bird, by leaps of fish, I live. 
My shadow steadies in a shifting stream; 

live in air; the long light is my home; 
dare caress the stones, the field my friend; 
light wind rises: I become the wind. 


SAUL BELLOW 


HENDERSON IN AFRICA 


i 


We were conducted to a hut and left there alone without 
fire or meat or fruit. This was a strange sort of hospitality. 
We had been held since nightfall. It must now be nearly 
midnight. The village was in darkness, and all seemed asleep 
except for strange little stirrings or restlessness of, perhaps, 
savage customs of the night. Our armed escort went away 
and left us by this hovel of foul and old grass. And I am 
very sensitive about lodgings. But I wanted some supper. I had 
an anxious stomach, and with the annoyance of a broken 
bridge I rebelled at the thought of dry rations. I said to 
Romilayu, « We'll build a fire.» He did not applaud the 
suggestion but I told him, « A little fuel, and get busy, too. » 

He went out timidly to gather some sticks and dry 
manure. Maybe he thought I would burn down the town for 
revenge. For kindlings I rudely pulled out some of the thatch 
by the fistful, after which I opened a package of dehydrated 
chicken-noodle soup and mixed it with water in the aluminum 
kit we carried. Near the door, Romilayu made a small blaze. 
We did not care to venture inside, on account of the odors. 
The hut appeared to be a storehouse for odds and ends, pots, 
mats, old baskets, rope, hides, horns and bones, shields and 
nets. We drank our soup tepid because it seemed it would 
never boil. The noodles went down almost unwillingly. After 
which, Romilayu went on his shins and started to pray and 
I couldn’t blame him. He pressed his collected fingertips 
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‘under his chin and groaned from his chest. He was afraid of 


the Bariri. He bent his credulous head and mutilated cheeks 
— if ever a convert were doomed to live with the errors of 
his former life visible, it was Romilayu. I watched him tonight 
and said, 

« Make a good job. Put in a word for me, too. » 

But all at once the entire right side of me was paralyzed 
and stiff and I could barely see or mumble a word, and I 
began to cough as if the strange medicine of fright had been 
poured down my nose. For by a momentary twisting upwards 
of the straws in the flame, I thought I saw a big, smooth black 
body lying near the wall. 

« Romilayu! » He stopped praying. 

« There’s somebody in this hut. » 

« No. Dem nobody here. Just me, you. » 

«I tell you there’s a person sleeping here. Unless it isn’t 
a person but an animal. » 

Fear and some of the other emotions too, often approach 
me by the route of the nose. As when you are given novocaine 
in the upper front teeth and feel the squirt of the liquid 
upwards permeating the flesh of the nostrils. 

« No,» he asserted unbelievingly. 

« Maybe a panther, or one of the cat family. Where is my 
lighter? » I had given away the flashlight. I ground the little 
wheel of the silver lighter with a harsh thumb. There was a 
flare. I held it up and saw a black body. I then was afraid 
my nose would burst. Fears used to attack me in the legs, 
later at the joints, then in the bowels, the stomach and the 
heart, but now they build up pressure in my face and head. 

«It is not from the cat family. I thought it might be a 
wild cat. It’s a man. Is he asleep? » 

«No. Him dead,» said Romilayu. 

I could very well see that for myself. 

«Yes. They have put us in here with a corpse. Who 
is he? » 

It made me ill and even feverish to look at the dead 
man. I reacted with a feebleness or wrinkling within the belly. - 
Not that I’ve never seen the dead first-hand before, on the 
battle-field, in the military hospital, at home. Why was I 
being shown corpses? And who was this fellow in the dusty 
litter? He was pressed up against the canes and raffia of 
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_ which this shelter was made. I directed Romilayu to turn him 
over. He would not, and so I handed him the lighter and did 
the job myself. I saw a person who, except for death, might 
have been undistinguished; tall but not powerful, no longer 
young. Born howling, died scowling, is the summary I would 
have given him. Something in his expression suggested that 
at the very last, there was some bitter perfume he did not 
wish to smell. It may be like that. We won’t know till it 
happens. Death was caused by a bullet hole in his breast. 
The scowl was a convulsion just passing from his forehead. 

He must have been killed this afternoon. « Who was he, 
can you tell?» Romilayu could not, and the naked corpse 
revealed nothing. 

There is always some gratitude towards a corpse because, 
while he is it, we are not. Dead man, go thy ways. We pity 
thee heartily and are much obliged for the contrast. 

I now began to be moved by a powerful resentment against 
the Bariri. The examination had taken long, and the torch 
bearers had been laughing because this joke was being rigged 
on us. When dawn came we were to have seen that we had 
shared the house with a dead man. 

« That’s what they think,» I said furiously. « Romilayu, 
go and tell them that we refuse to sleep in their undertaking 
parlor. » 

« Who I tell? » he asked me. 

«Go and find somebody. » 

Unwillingly, he went out, and perhaps he sat down in a 
shadow somewhere and prayed or wept that I had ever hired 
him. He certaintly knew the Bariri too well to go and make 
my complaint, and perhaps the thought had occurred to him 
that we might be charged with the death, as it now occurred 
to me. They were framing us. And then, more startling: 
« It’s an experiment — a psychological experiment, » I guessed. 
«Someone here wants to see what kind of stuff I'm made of 
and measure my capacity for indignation. Or how much of 
a nihilist I am.» I sensed, you see, a sophisticated mentality 
here. 

O Sodom! O people who pull gags or make experiments 
with corpses. O the long and impossible way back to rest and 
innocence, when that way is lined with corpses. O calculation 
which now rules us! O horror, which is the final reminder 
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and proof that love has failed. O impurity, how irresistible | 
thy victory. 

Of one thing I had become convinced. I would not be 
caught in proximity to this corpse. I even speculated as to 
whether he had been murdered expressly for this plot or ex- 
periment. The Germans had done this, drugged some Gestapo 
prisoners, dressed them in Polish uniforms and then shot them 
to create an «incident. » This was in 1939. 

«They will not put any such thing on me,» I decided. 
And when Romilayu came back, naturally having failed in 
his errand, I told him what I would do. 

He said, « We sleep outside. » 

«No! Never. They can't do this to us. It’s no accident. 
It’s been done on purpose. They’ve thrown this corpse at us. » 

« But what we do!» cried Romilayu. 

«In the morning they may blame us. Don’t you under- 
stand? It’s a plot! We’ve got to take him out of here. » 

We had been speaking in the dark. Now I lit the Ronson 
lighter and Romilayu and I looked at each other. We were 
both afraid; we were suffering, he perhaps more from terror 
of the dead, and I perhaps more from the affront. I felt 
myself hurled towards a crisis. To him it seemed best to suffer 
passively whatever the Children of Darkness with fertile 
ingenuity put upon us. I, however, had to go them one better. 
I must exert myself, arms and legs, being horribly stirred by 
the dead man. 

I thrust out my jaw, and I felt the skin about my eyes 
grow fat with pressure, and my eyes became narrow. I myself 
must have been frightening to Romilayu. 

«We'll drag him out.» 

« No, us go out. Sleep like always on ground. » 

« We'll do no such thing. A good plan would be to put 
him near the palace. » 

Romilayu groaned, « No, no, no, no. Dem catch us. » 

« That is too chancy, » I conceded. « We’ll lay him down 
somewhere else. But I can’t bear not to do something about it. » 

« Why you must? » 

« Because I am not meek, you see.» I tried to explain it 
to him. « This is challenge and response, » I said. He held his 
wrinkled face in his lobster-like hands and groaned, 

«Oh, dem be trouble, dem be trouble. » 
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The corpse himself, as a person, made a demand on me 
for action, and was such a provocation to me that I was compel- 
led to move him. 

The lighter had grown hot and I put it out and in the 
dark I once more gave Romilayu my decision. 

« He goes out. » 

And I myself, this time went out to reconnoitre. 

Up in the heavens it was like a blue forest — so tranquil! 
Such a tapestry. The moon itself was yellow, an African moon, 
in its peaceful blue forest, growing more and more delicate, 
hungrily beautiful at the extremes of the sky. Again I thought 
I could hear lions, but as though they were confined in a 
cellar. However, everyone seemed asleep. I crept by the sleep- — 
ing doors, and about a hundred yards away found what I 
needed: a ravine. Good. I would throw the corpse in the 
ravine. Then let them blame me for his death! Far out there 
was a herdsman’s fire. No doubt scavenging animals were not 
far away. I could not try to bury him. But the earth has its 
own procedures, anyhow, of which our understanding is in 
its infancy. It could support him better than my mind could. 

The great danger came from dogs. One came to sniff me 
but I stood still and he went away. Dogs are peculiar, though, 
about the dead. We do not think enough about this. Darwin 
claimed that he had a dog who reasoned about a parasol which 
was blown across the lawn. They also growl and whine about 
the dead and probably have their own ideas about them. I 
thought they might come running while we carried the corpse 
and how would we deal with them? 

Moreover it was possible that we were being watched. It 
was no accident that the dead man was in our hut. Perhaps 
the whole tribe was aware of it. They might even now be 
holding their mouths and eating themselves up with laughter 
while Romilayu wept and I burned with indignation and 
purposeful behavior. 

We waited another hour or more for the stillness of the 
sleeping people would be deepest, and then I tied a blanket 
under my chin to keep bloodstains from my shirt. I had decid- 
ed to carry him, in the event that we had to make a run for 
it. Romilayu was not strong enough. Now I took the dead 
man by the wrists and with a quick turn hauled him on my 
back. I fought with his arms to prevent them from taking a 
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grip on me. Tears of anger and repugnance began to hang from. 
my eyes and I fought to stifle these feelings back into my 
chest. And what if he should not be dead? What if this were 
a Lazarus or a Madeleine Usher and began to breathe or be 
startled, and startled, flail and fight. But he was cold, and 
this was dead skin I had in my grasp, and his chin was upon 
my shoulder. Determined as only a man can be who is saving 
his own life, I made huge muscles in my jaws to hold my 
teeth, to fight my entrails back. I thought, if he had been 
planted on me, and the whole tribe was waiting, when I was 
on my way to the ravine they would burst out and yell, « Sa- 
crilege, ghoul, dead-stealer, » and they would lay me out. Thus 
would I end, with all my striving and adventures. 

«You damn fool!» I said to Romilayu. «Pick up the 
guy’s feet and carry. If anybody sees us drop them and Pl. 
run for it.» I 

He obeyed me and, so, as if dressed in a second man and 
groaning and my head filled with flashes and noises, we went 
out with the dead man. A voice rose in me and said, « Do you 
love death so much? Then here! Have some. » 

«I do not love it,» I said. 

And I was told by that same voice, « You killed that cat 
because you envied him. And after he was dead you envied 
him even more. » 

How could this be! O Voices! Because you are voices we 
listen to you with awe. But are you always true? No, I dispute 
this. The truth that sometimes comes in the middle of the 
night also has too much authority. 

I heard a dog snarling towards us and I became more 
dangerous to him than he could be to me. I vowed if he made 
trouble I would let the corpse fall and tear the dog to pieces 
with my hands. When he came up, bristling, I snarled at him 
with terrible desperation and he gave a long whine and ran 


away. The noise he made was unnatural. It should have waken- 


ed somebody, but everyone slept on. The huts gaped like open 
haystacks; still, each was a careful construction, however like 
a heap of hay it may have looked, and inside the sleepers 
were quietly at sleep. The air was more than ever like blue 
forest, with the panting yellow of the moon. The mountains | 
were all turned over, hugely. I ran, the body was shaken by 

it and Romilayu, his head turned away, still obeyed me with 
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the legs. The ravine was near. I laboured in the soft soil 
| which poured over my boot tops. I was wearing the boots the 
British Infantry called Yellow Ruggers in the desert around 
El Alamein and Bengazi. I was struggling hard on the slope 
and said to Romilayu, « Take up some of the weight. » Instead, 
_ he pushed, and I stumbled and went down with the dead man 

on top of me, which gave me a hard blow. I lay coughing into 
| the dusty sand, which got down in my throat. Because my eyes 
were wet the stars appeared as long as yardsticks. 

Then Romilayu said hoarsely, « Dem come! Dem come! » 

I freed myself and pushed the body from me. Something 
within me begged the dead to forgive me — like: O you 
stranger until an hour ago who has now become so close to 
me, don’t hold this against me as I am not responsible for 
your death.» I then pushed him and he fell down in the 
ravine upon the flat of his back. 

Then on my knees I turned around. We weren’t being 
pursued, But in front of our hut were several people with 
torches. 

« Now they’ve come for their body,» I panted. I saw 
crimson in my eyes and the glands of my mouth were filled 
with pangs. 

It was no use now to try to escape from them, without 
weapons. So we stood where we were and in the brightness 
of the moon we were soon discovered, and a spearman, alone, 
came running towards us, but his behavior was not hostile, 
and unless my imagination deceived me, he was even somewhat 
respectful. He told Romilayu that the Examiner had sent for 
us again. No mention was made of any corpse. The runner 
did not go to look in the ravine. This could only be because 
he didn’t care and not because he didn’t suspect. 

We were taken back to the same courtyard and in to the 
Examiner’s presence. I looked about for the women folk. They 
were peacefully asleep on some skins, on either side of their 
husband’s couch. A lamp was strung from the ceiling, some- 
thing like an old-time ship’s lantern, with a green bull’s-eye 
glass. 

If they wanted us on a charge of sacrilege they had 
succeeded in their frame-up, I thought, whatever they would 
call this offense, because it was offense to deal so rudely with 
the dead. And so I waited, shrewdly, with one eye almost 
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closed, and my hands felt foul to me from contact with their | 
corpse, a pollution. But to be frank, I was polluted worse 


| before. 


After this generation of mine is gone, with all its ill 
effects, it will be better for the world. It has no rest in it; it 
goes from place to place and seeks a cure. A man like me, 
a Henderson, in his third score of years, still so quarrelsome 
and such a crier, brazen and foolish, demanding the fullest 
favor of heaven as his due. 

For I have had almost every gift, of a first-family and 
rich with a healthy body, and not stupid to begin with. Not to 
enjoy all this has made me crazy. 

I was born to be confused, to have final happiness offer- 
ed to me but snatched back, to mix up dream and reality 
and to fall, as now, under the authority of a savage because 
of my insubordinate pride. 


This was my mood as I was listening resolved to take my | 


medicine in whatever form it came. 

But the examiner made no mention of a corpse. Instead 
he asked me a series of strange questions. What was my age 
and my health, and was I married, and did I have children? 


To all the answers he gave deep nods and frowned with all 
‘the power of his skin, but not unfavorably. He requested me 


once more to sign my name and seemed to approve of the way 
I gripped the pen, circled a moment and dashed down my 
signature. I was, you see, so relieved that he didn’t mention 
the corpse I felt as gracious and obliging as possible and I 
thought, jubilantly, «It paid off to be bold. I have passed 
their test and now they will respect me more. Yes, it was an 
ordeal. It wrung my body and sickened my heart, but I see 
now that my intuition was right. » 

Now came a curious request. Would I please take off my 
shirt? At this I balked a little. « What for? » I wanted to 
know. But of course Romilayu couldn’t tell me. 

«Is it a custom? » 

«I don’t know. » 

I gave myself an explanation which was partially satis- — 
factory. I am very tanned, He wants to see the color of my 
body and make sure I am white. 

«Tell him I will do it if afterwards we'll be allowed to 
go to sleep. » 
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The examiner gave a nod, to this, as if he understood, 
_and so I took off my shirt and he came up to me and looked 


closely all over which made me extremely awkward. His face 


was so close I could swear he was smelling me or possibly 
noting the way the hairs grow for purposes of augury. All the 
hair is on the breast muscles themselves. Between there is 
none, a distribution that has often struck me questionably 
and it interested him too, I am a little fatty there, and not as 


masculine as I would like. I am very critical about the body — 


and always have been. I read morality into it, and sometimes 
I think favorably of this attitude, that it is Greek, and some- 
times unfavorably, that it is morbid. 

« Why am I being looked over, Romilayu? » I said. « Do 
they still practise slavery? Or cannibalism or human sacri- 
fice? » 

I was in a better humor now because of my daring in the 
matter of the corpse. I put on my sweaty shirt again and said, 
« Ask him about the King. » 

The King, Dahfu, Romilayu translated, would talk to me 
tomorrow, in my own language. 

« What? Does he speak English? » 

The examiner assured me that he did. I don’t know why 
it should have surprised me so, since from Cairo to Capetown 
it is the universal language. But I had hoped, I guess, to make 
a discovery and to be a pioneer. 

The King wished to see me tomorrow at dawn before the 
day-long ceremonies began to end the drought. 

« May we go now? » 

We were allowed to sleep, at last. There wasn’t much of 
the night left for us and all too soon the roosters were-scream- 
ing, fierce screams, and in the black hut I grew aware of 
foaming red clouds and the huge yellow channel of coming 
sunrise. So I sat up not to keep the King waiting and I discover- 
ed that opposite to me sat the corpse, just inside the doorway. 


Il 
Why, what a day this was for me! The mountains under 
the light of dawn were like the flesh of watermelon. They 


were strangely pointed, resembling the plunging peaks of a 
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bitch as she escapes from her sucking litter and turns on her 
back for her master to rub her belly with his slipper. 

I left the hut, for if it wasn’t a delusion the corpse gave 
forth an odor that reminded me of the zoology laboratory in 
college days. I had worked hard there. The coelom! the 
cnidoblast! the chelae! Perhaps this labor would have content- 
ed me, but I didn’t think I could understand chemistry and 
so I never went on with it. Anyway, I had no grudge against 
him. And his quarrel should not have been with me but with 
those that killed him and flung him on me. But perhaps, 
being of the tribe of his murderers he didn’t take his own 
death so very hard. 

I went into the air and I felt a great peculiarity in myself 
and in the day. I must have had a fever, and it was accompani- 
ed by a scratchy sensation in my bosom, which was confused 
with eagerness or longing. In the nerves between my ribs I 
experienced a sort of irritability, urgent but pleasurable, and 
somewhat comparable to the smell of gas, while to my face 
the air was warm and swooning and to my eyes the colors 
rich and high, as if I had swallowed a pill of mescaline. This 
no doubt was the result of fatigue and lack of sleep. 

This was a day of festival. Already there was noise and 
drunkenness. The sweet and spicy smell of native beer burst 
from the straw walls. I walked about the compound and 
coming to the densest part, near the house of one of the 
principal men — Ullo was his name — I heard abusive and 
waspish screaming; there were women beating children and 
children rolling in the bricky dust, spitting and throwing 
stones, kicking and a girl holding herself rigid while she 
screamed. The children were peculiarly affected but I thought 
the Bariri had all gone insane. I saw an old man on a straw 
mat on whom a woman poured melted fat, massaging his ribs 
and his body and his belly; his parts quickened while his 
forehead wrinkled, his grizzled beard parted and his great old 
teeth were bared with satirical happiness. This was Ullo, the 
head of his clan. Every moment something was added, a revol- 
ving rattle, a gourd rattle, a deep drum, a snare drum, a horn 
blast, the explosion of a gun. This was what I saw and heard 
as I moved about the compound. They were gilding the horns 
of cattle in the corral and painting their own bodies, covering 
themselves with crane feathers, vulture feathers and orna- 
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| ments. Some of the men wore human jawbones under their 
chins, and the household gods and fetishes were being painted, 
whitewashed and receiving sacrifice. There was an image 
over which an old woman, with witchy braids like strips of 
curved metal, had dumped a yellow meal and now she held a 
decapitated chicken over it from which came spurting blood. 

This had broken loose with satanic suddenness since sun- 
rise — and within a quarter of an hour. I tried to question 
Romilayu about it but he was incapable of enlightening me. 
Only he said some of the women were shouting a verse about 
the white man. He was, however, unable to tell me what it 
was. | 

Then with sort of a fast march played on deep drums 
carried by women of greater stature than the rest came Dahfu’s 
Amazonian guard. For me. Behind them, under a huge silk 
umbrella of fuchsia color came Horko, King Dahfu’s uncle 
and after him the most important man in the tribe. He was 
wearing a ceremonial dress of scarlet broadcloth banded about 
his burly legs and hips, and his chest up to the armpits, and 
this wrapping was so tight as to make the fat swell upward to 
his shoulders and under the chin of his powerful low-featured 
face. Two rubies dragged down the soft flesh of his ears. 
The sun flared richly into his eyes which were as red as they 
were black. When he raised his brows, the whole of his scalp 
moved too and made a dozen furrows; his hair grew tight and 
small, like peppercorns, or like sagebrush seen from a plane. 

Genial, he gave me his hand to shake in civilized manner 
and laughed, showing a broad, happy, swollen-looking tongue, 
dyed red, as though he had been sucking a candy. Adapting 
my mood to his, I laughed also. Villagers came up about us, 
laughing as we laughed, although I wasn’t certain as to their 
humor. The Amazons, dressed in sleeveless leather vests, 
pushed them away, urgently. There was no laughter in their 
faces. 

I was invited to stand in the shade of the vast silk parasol, 
which was an object of real luxury, with wide feminine fringes. 
It was a courtesy I appreciated; the sun was already hot. 

« Me, Horko,» he said, « Dahfu Uncle. » 

«Oh, you speak my language,» I said. « How lucky for 
me. And the King is your nephew is he? » 

«Me uncle, yes.» he said. Then he gave the command 
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to the Amazons with the drums who at once faced about and — 
began to pummel out the same march rhythm. The great tent- | 

like umbrella was like a canopy from the bed of the principal | 
whore of all times. Even the sun lay greedily on this watered | 

silk as we proceeded to the palace, leaving Romilayu to the |. 
rear. He came after the Amazons who, except for their vests 
and sandals, were naked. 

How different was the town we saw today. Our way was 
lined with hundreds of spectators bending over to spy us out © 
under the umbrella. Thousands of hands, of restless feet, I saw, 

and faces glaring with heat or curiosity, or intensity or holiday 
fever or giving in to characteristics which decency conceals 
among other peoples. Hogs and chickens rushed from the path 
of the rapid Amazons. Shrill noises, like those monkeys make 

_ quarreling, and shrieks swirled over the drummers’ march. I 
= tried to conceive what abominations were going on, and I | 
i don’t think I was succeeding. 

Di «Why were things so quiet yesterday? » I asked Horko. | 
È « Yesterday all people fast,» he said. « No eat till night- | 
time. Yesterday, sad day.» pi 
$ « Executions! » I suddenly said. From a scaffold at some 
Be distance to the left of the palace I saw bodies hanging upside 
| down. Through a peculiarity of the light they were small as 
if seen through the wrong end of a telescope. « Effigies, I hope 
e. those are!» I said, but my misgiving heart said otherwise, ! 
E and casting a look above I saw vultures. I thought, « Why 
| these nasty devils, they're having a field day in corpses, » and 
‘4 my feverishness increased plus the scratchiness in my breast 
and a curious overripeness within the core of my face like the 
4 odor of banana when its skin turns black. And fear; I don’t 
ti hesitate to admit, great doubts as to my safety. 
8 «Do you kill many people? » I said to Horko, compelled 
9 to yell because of the drums. We were passing through one 
of the narrow streets outside the palace precinct. a 

He did not hear and shook his large head with his broad 
tongued smile. | 

«Kill many people,» I said. And I told myself, «Don’t - 
ask for information with such despair.» My face indeed was 
hot and huge and anxious. 

« Kill? » he did not comprehend. I made a pantomime of 
choking. Still he did not get it. 
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By this time we had passed the stone hollows with their 
red flowers and were within the palace walls; it was most 
barn-like, with galleries, quadrangular, and three storeys high. 
_ On the ground floor were no doors but the rooms, like stalls, 
were open and bare. Here, and there could be no mistake 
about it, I heard the roar of lions underneath. Otherwise the 
palace was relatively quiet. Within two small huts sat a pair 
of horned idols, newly whitewashed this morning for there 
was a fresh trail of calcimine between them. Above the top 
storey opposite to the gate was a turret on which hung a flag, 
the color of blood, divided by a curving white line. 

Before my audience with Dahfu, Horko had to entertain 
me. Outside his quarters, on the first floor, the umbrella was 
planted and then, with high ceremony, an old bridge table 
was brought out by the Amazons. It was laid with a cloth 
and a silver service which I recognized as eighteenth century. 
Then, hot water, milk and a sweet syrup were brought and 
plums and grapes and a sort of hard rusk and various jellies. 
I gladly drank quantities of sweetened milk with hot water 
for I was unnaturally thirsty and had had no breakfast. I 
drank some of the native beer, which was sweetish, too, like 
Danish mead. There must be hop vines here. It was a powerful 
drink which acted immediately on my legs and knees. In my 
excitement and hectic fever, I swallowed several cups of it, 
greedily. There being nothing about me that offered support, 
I required something inside at least. Half hopefully I thought 
I was going to be sick. I cannot endure such excitement as I 
then felt. Horko was extremely proud of his bridge table 
and I wondered over it to oblige him. Where did it come 
from? He indicated that it was a present from King Dahfu of 
whom he spoke always with the highest respect. 

The ceremony of entertainment being over, we rose and 
the Amazons took away the mead and formed themselves 
around us to take me before the King. He was now ready to 
receive us. 

As we were mounting up to the rooms of state, I saw 
Romilayu through an opening in the palace wall that gave 
on the outside. He was waiting for me, I presume; what else 
was there for him to do? An Amazon was standing by him to 
see no harm came to him. He sat dejected on a bench with his 
bushy head hung over, and he who had seemed so savage 
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to me once, mutilated and half naked, was sadly tame by con- 
trast now. He looked very tired and his hands hung in a di- 
scouraged way from his arms, and his bent spine stuck out. He 
could not see me. I was above him and a tree intervened. The 
tree was shaking, for several men were raising large rocks 
into the branches by means of a crude wooden pulley. They 
were yelling at the ground crew and their faces shone with 
the light of hard work — whether the work is necessary or 
not it has this effect. Horko explained to me that these rocks 
were to be clouds, since there were no actual clouds on this day 
when they expected to cause rain. I thought they would have 
no better luck than the Arnewi. And indeed why should they 
have better luck when they deserved it less? 

We had come to the third floor where King Dahfu expec- 
ted us. We passed through several wide but low-pitched rooms 
carpeted and curtained, everything in them extremely obscure 
except that a ray of sun breaking in through the heavy cur- 
tains showed a leopard skin, a three-legged stool, a rack of 
guns. At the door of the King’s apartment Horko withdrew; 
one of the Amazons took me by the elbow and ushered me 
through the door. Before I saw Dahfu himself I was aware of 
numbers of women, twenty or thirty at first impression, and 
the density of naked women and the variety and voluptuousness 
of them, pressed upon me from all sides. The predominant 
odor was feminine; the warmth was great and the room was 
great and the room was as close as a hatchery, the ceiling 
being low. The chief or generaless of the Amazons, a gray, 
fat old woman, sat on a high chair near the door, on her 
head a military cap of garrison style. She shook my hand 
for the King as I was not allowed to come too close to him, 
not just yet. 

At the other end of the room I saw him extended on a 
green sofa which was about ten feet long and crescent shaped, 
with heavy upholstery, and deeply pocketed and bulging. King 
Dahfu was fully at rest on this luxurious article, so that his 
well-developed, athletic body in knee-length purple drawers 
seemed to float. About his neck was wrapped a white silk scarf 
embroidered in gold. Matching slippers of white satin were 
on his feet. I felt admiration as I sized him up. Like myself 
he was a large man, six feet and some inches, as I estimated, 
and sumptuously at rest. Women attended to his every need. 
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_ Now and then one wiped his face with a soft flannel, another 
stroked his naked chest, another filled and lighted a pipe for 
him and handed it to him, for he smoked constantly. 
| I approached and a stool was placed for me about five 
feet away. Between us stood a wooden dish or bowl in which 
lay a couple of skulls, tilted cheek to cheek. Their foreheads 
shone jointly at me and the united eyeholes were turned upon 
me. I knew I was pitted against cunning people and was wary. 

The King observed this and laughed at me. His lips were 
large and tumid, the most negroid feature of his face, and he 
said, 

«Don’t be alarmed. These are for this afternoon’s cere- 
mony. » 

Anyone who has played tunes through a comb and tissue 
paper will recognize the tickling vibration that went through 
me when I heard him speak. I had expected to converse as 
I had with his uncle Horko, in gestures patched out with 
occasional words. The King greatly enjoyed my surprise and 
in fact could hardly contain himself and raised his head to 
look at me. A woman slipped a cushion behind his head but 
he knocked it to the floor and lay back again. He said, 

« Since you showed up yesterday I have been in a state 
of excitement about our meeting. I could hardly sleep thinking 
how shocked you’d be. Oh-ha-ha! And excitement and thrills 
are not good for me; they are positively bad.» 

«I didn’t rest well either,» I said. « For other reasons. 
And you’ve certainly got me. I’m confounded down to the 
floor. The King of this tribe to speak English! » 

«And why not this tribe? Every great power is felt all 
over the world. Rome was, and Latin. You must be a little 
disappointed, if you were traveling to get away from it all. But 
I am very pleased — very pleased, because I have missed this 
more than I expected when I came to take the throne. » 

« Came back from where? » 

« Well, I had better explain that for many generations 
the Bariri rulers have been educated in the great world. It 
began in the 18th century when a Jesuit took one of my 
ancestors back to Madrid with him for five years. » 

« Jesuit? Madrid? » 

« Yes. My father only got as far as Cairo, while I had 
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of Montreal — McGill University. » 

«All that way — North America. » 

«You sound very disappointed now, to have come all 
this way only to encounter civilization again. You thought 
perhaps — first footsteps, something new? I am very sorry. 
But if it’s any comfort to you, you are the first white visitor 

here since 1898 or so.» 
«No, how could I be disappointed? To tell the truth I 
| was afraid.» 
_ Though this admission did not surprise him, he adroitly 
turned the conversation another way. 
5 « You’ll forgive me,» he said, «for not getting up and 
gr shaking hands. I asked my Generaless Tatu to act for me 
because I am reluctant to rise. » 
«Why so? » 
: « The less I move, the more I rest, the easier it is for me 
| to perform my duties as a husband to these many wives. Mr. 
_ Henderson, answer me frankly, none of these women can 
understand us, do you envy me? » 
| e I, as I have emphasized, was in a peculiar condition or 
anxious fever, and I felt myself lifted up to ultimates. The 
whole world itself had the aspect of a mind through whose 
cells I had wandered until, fatigued with hope, sickened by 


ee ee ee pi o dl" 


E experience, long disappointed, and bombarded by colors, I 
found a cue in which there was a Prince waiting as if by 
È y assignment. 


A This was not the moment to tell lies. 

«I suppose I do envy you,» I said. 

His black face was alive with attentiveness. He had a 
cocked nose, but it was not lacking in bridge. The reddened 
blackness of the eyes ran in the family. 

4 « Could you tell me why? Is it because of all these wo- 
à men ? » 

I said, « You are in the bosom of your people. They need 
you, don’t they? There is interchange. To nail it right down, 
you are in.» 

« While I am young and strong, yes,» he said. «But do 
you know what will happen when 7 weaken? » 1 

«What will — » 


« These loving wives will report me, and then Mgamwa, 
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| the chief priest here and the other priests, will take me into 
the woods and I will be strangled. » 

« Christ! » I said. 

«Indeed so. The priest will wait until a maggot is seen 
on my person and he will pick it up and wrap it in a piece 
of silk to bring to the people. He will show it and declare 
it to be the King’s soul. Then he will return to the woods 
and after a given period of time will come back with a lion 
cub, and say that the maggot has become a young lion. After 
another interval the crown prince will be crowned King. » 

« Strangled! How ferocious you Bariri are. » 

«Do you still envy me? » said the King, making the words 
subtly with his large, warm, swollen-seeming mouth. 

I hesitated, and he observed, « You might envy anybody. » 

« What's that? » said I a little touchily, forgetting myself 
with the King. At my note of anger, the Amazons of the guard 
who were arrayed behind the wives along three walls of the 
room, made a stir of preparation. 

A single syllable from the King quieted them. He cleared 
his throat and one of his naked beauties held a salver to his 
mouth so that he might spit. 

My smile was like a grievance. The hairs of my mouth 
were twisted by it and I was smiling to appease him. I did 
not make a good impression perhaps; but I knew I was bound 
to make a bad one. Never for a moment had I thought other- 
wise. I could not demand an explanation of that remark. 

«Your Highness,» I said, «In my hut last night there. 
was a dead body. This is not exactly in the nature of a 
complaint. I am not frightened of the dead. You may have 
heard something about it.» 

«That was wretched,» said the King, as I studied his 
indignation for the least flaw of insincerity. I thought he 
looked really put out by this gross inhospitality. 

«I didn’t know what it might signify. » 

« Nothing, » he said, « It must have been a mistake. We 
must apologize. But it signifies nothing. There should have 
been no corpse there, but I can’t know everything. This is a 
police problem. T’]l inquire into it. Meanwhile, please be my 
guest in the palace. » 

«Thank you. » 
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} «Your things will be brought here. I will have your 
servant shown to your apartment. » 

« He hasn’t had breakfast. » 

« He’ll be taken to the kitchen. » 

«And my guns... » 

« Are yours when you need them,» he said. 

«I keep hearing lions. » 

« What brings you here to us? » 

I came near telling him that I had a heart which said, 

3 «I want, I want, I want» but as he had steered the subject 

| away from the roaring of the lions which I had clearly heard, 

I couldn’t very well speak openly. 

E «Um just a traveler,» I said. My position on the low 
three-legged stool suggested that I was crouching down to avoid 
questions. The situation required a calm of mind, an equipoise 
I did not have, and I kept wiping and rubbing my nose with 
my large khaki handkerchief, while I tried to think. Which 
of these women could be the Queen? I could not guess. Per- 
haps she wasn’t present. And also, was I to be a guest or 
would I be detained? To put myself questions unanswerable 
for some time to come uses up my patience, and I was aware 
that the King watched me. He seemed all ease, I all limit- 
ations. He was extended, floating; I was contracted, cramped. 
The undersides of my knees sweated. Yes, he soared like spirit 
whilst I sank like stone. From fatigued eyes I looked at him 

. grudgingly, in his colors, surrounded by every aid, by every 
power. Choosing his next words carefully, he said, 

« What kind of traveler are you? » 

« That depends. Maybe it remains to be seen. I may have 
to find out.» I might have added, as it entered my mind to 
do, that some people found satisfaction in being while others 
were taken up merely with becoming. Becoming people end- 
lessly explain. They open one door, it leads to another door, 
and another and another. This is history; it is becoming, it is 
infinite going back to explain, Being people provoke these 
explanations. Instead I said, 

«I seem to be a kind of tourist. » 

« Or wanderer? » 

I said, « That does me too much credit.» And thus stop- 
ped the most dangerous line of interrogation, dangerous be- 
cause it placed me in danger of telling too much. At this 
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moment in our interview I had to feel as if with my fingers 
the prominences of the situation; Dahfu’s command of langu- 
age and the dangers hidden by this smooth reception. Constant- 
ly I had to remind myself that I was among savages, who 
had seen no white man in three generations, that they undoub- 
tedly practised human sacrifice. On the way to the palace I 
had seen men hung on gallows. Only last night I was quarter- 
ed with a corpse. And yet a keen recognition of crisis was 
refused me by the hardening of the mind and body against 
sharp recognitions. I believe the King knew this. Disbelief in 
the reality of what was before my eyes forced me to cast 
backwards for a safe mental position. I glared crudely at all 
about me, my effort being to dispel false vision. 

King Dahfu said, to my surprise, « You have come hund- 
reds of miles on foot and must be very strong. You seem to 
be a healthy man.» 

First the Examiner, in the middle of the night, had want- 
ed to study my physique and now the King was inquiring 
about my health. I could have boasted, «I’m strong enough 
to run up a hill with one of your corpses, » for my pride in 
my strength has risen in value steadily as compensation for 
other shortcomings. However, I began to suspect that maybe 
they aimed to butcher me in the rain ceremonies. Never mind 
that the King knew civilization. The most civilized thing there 
is is the justification given for the slaughter and the shambles. 
Therefore I said I was just moderately well. I was afraid I 
might have caught a fever. 

The King brushed this aside. 

« And I broke my bridge about two weeks ago,» I said, 
pulling back my cheeks with my fingers and rolling back my 
head so he could look into my mouth and see the gaps. I 
had the broken teeth still in my pocket. 

« Where did this happen? » 

« Among the Arnewi. » 

« Well, is there anything really serious? » 

I flushed and said, « I have hemorrhoids, your Highness. » 

I said in a loud voice, « Your Majesty, this has been a 
wonderful and interesting visit. Who’d ever think! In the 
middle of Africa! And thanks for the hospitality of the palace. 
I wish you all kinds of luck with the rain making, but I think 
my man and I will take off... After lunch. » 
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As soon as he saw my intention he began to shake his 
head, and when he did this the women looked at me with- 
out friendliness as though I were exciting their lord and 
costing him strength, thereby shortening his days. 

«Oh no, » he said, «I can’t let you go so soon. You must 
do me the favor of staying a while. We’ve hardly had a 
chance to make acquaintance. Besides, it’s time for the ce- 
remonies to start and I want you to be my guest. » 

He put on a large brimmed hat of the same purple velvet 
as his drawers. Human teeth to protect him against the evil 
eye were sewn on the crown. He arose from his green sofa but 


| only to lie down again in a hammock. The Amazons in their 


small weskits were the bearers. Four on either side put their 
shoulders to the poles, shoulders which, though they were 
Amazons, were soft. Physical capacity in women always stirs 
me to strange thoughts, so that I tried to replace these eight 
with eight of my acquaintance. At the front my mind placed 
my wife, and at the rear my former wife. But this did not 
work out, for my ex-wife is shorter and Dahfu would have 
tipped down. They all had to be of equal height. And did I 
know eight women with the requisite intimacy? Yes, I did. 
And you can see what a state my mind was in as I walked, 
by the King’s wish, beside him. He did not lie lazily in. the 
hammock. His body had real elegance, for he was a man of 
breeding. None of this would have been manifest if I had met 
him as a student. We have all met students from Africa. Usual- 
ly they wear a baggy gray suit that hangs on them, a shirt 
much too big, the collar pulled into wrinkles by the tight 
tie, their heads look naked. 

In the courtyard of the palace the procession was joined 
by Horko and his great umbrella, the Amazons and the wives, 
children carrying long leaves of Indian corn, warriors holding 


idols and fetishes in their arms, freshly smeared with white- 


wash and ochre and as ugly as human conception could make 
them. The yard became suddenly crowded. The sun blasted. 
Acetylene can take paint from doors, but the flame of this 
sun came to the doors of my heart. Foolishly, because of my 
size and strength, I was faint. I thought it was a summer’s 
day in New York. I had taken the wrong subway and instead 
of reaching upper Broadway I had gone to Lenox Avenue 
and 125th Street and had finally struggled up to the sidewalk. 
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The King said to me, « The Arnewi had a rain service 
too? » 

« Yes,» I said, « The weather was about the same, too. 
And it didn’t work. » And not without a wicked hint I looked 
up at the cloudless and windless blue. 

The King smiled and answered, « You may be surprised, 
Mr. Henderson, the Arnewi and the Bariri are entirely dif- 
ferent. » 

«It could be put even more strongly,» I said. 

«I am not personally familiar with them,» he said, « A 
legend says that we were once one tribe, but they were driven 
out. They are called nibai by us. It means ‘unlucky.’ » 

« The Bariri feel lucky, eh? » 


«Oh yes, they say, ‘Bariri ibai’, that is, the lucky Bariri. » 


« And do you think they are right? » 

« We are right, Mr. Henderson, » he said. He employed his 
majesty against me, but to do him credit, he did so lightly. 
Unmistakably, nevertheless, I felt he had corrected me. 

« We Bariri are lucky. It gives me food for reflection. I 
wonder continually about it. It is supernatural luck. » 

«Do you think you will have rain today? » I asked grim- 
ly grinning. 

«I have seen rain made of days like this,» he said, «I 
‘ understand your attitude. It is that the Arnewi are kindlier, 
better people, and if there was such a thing as divine help it 
would be given to them? » 

Mischief! What a person to meet at this distance. Believe 
me, that the world is mind and all travelers mental travelers. 
I always had suspected so. What we call reality is our own 
pedantry. As we tread carefully our over-anxious ways, we see 
no blue silk, no purple velvet. The extraordinariousness of all 
experience, because our eyes are made sick by prudence, is 
withdrawn from us. But 


That ocean where each kind 
Doth straight its own resemblance find. 


The King’s eyes gleamed into mine with such a power of 
significance that I felt he could, if he wanted to, pass straight 
into my soul. He could invest my soul, I felt. Because I am 
ignorant and untutored in these things, which are higher — 
the highest things — I didn’t know, in the coarseness of my 
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abused nature what to expect. But I realized truly at least 


that I had finally arrived at the place of recognition. 

Horko was not done yet. He was still marshalling the 
procession. Over the palace walls came howls and sounds 
surpassing anything 1 had ever heard from the human lungs 
and throats. 1 could not see what need uncivilized people could 
have to unburden themselves of such cries. 

In the first lull, the King said to me, « You thought the 
Arnewi were very good. » 

« Yes, Your Highness. I think I have to admit they touched 
me. » 

« You would like to be good, too, wouldn’t you? » 

In the flash of the sun, gold platelets blinding me within 
the eyes, I nodded. I said, « Yes. » 

«And I too would want that,» he said with a weird 
softness and longing. I could never have believed I could take 
this from anyone. And maybe from anyone else I could not 
have. But from this person in the royal hammock, with the 
purple wide-brimmed hat, the chaplet of teeth, the huge, soft 
eccentric eyes ever so slightly red-tinged, the swelling pink 
mouth... 

« But falling short of this, with all the guiltiness of fall- 
ing short, of ‘I have left undone the things I should have done 
and done the things I ought not to have done’, this is not a 
way of life. They say,» he quietly went on, «that the bad 
can easily be spectacular, whereas for goodness this is more 
difficult. But I do not believe this. If it is not spectacular, it 
is not goodness. If the good have no conviction then they are 
not the good, only the would-be good. These people are the 
worst of the bad. They are so destructive that they can only 
work at this evil job. And this is the applied result of high 
ideals. Good has to reject bad with passionate intensity. » 

«Have you heard of Willatale, Your Majesty — the 
woman they call the Woman of Bitterness? She’s got —» 

But the Amazons had put their backs to the hammock 
poles and the screams and excitement, the roars and the deep 
drum noises, as if animals were speaking again by means of 
the skins that had once covered their bodies — a great escape 
of sound like Coney Island or Atlantic City overrun by the 
immigrant hordes, the spawn of Eastern Europe and the Me- 
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- diterranean. This great cacaphony at the King’s exit from the 
gate left roller-coaster plus hurdy-gurdies far behind. 

I asked the King, « Where — » 

And he said, behind his hand, « The rain arena. » 

This reference meant nothing to me then. The frenzy was 
so great and metropolitan, there was such a whirl and hugging 
of fetishes and beating of snarling dogs, and sharpening of 
sickles on furious grindstones, and blowing of horns, that the 
scale of decibels must have broken and all the bonds of sound 
torn apart. The skin of the drums and the membrane of my 
ears had become interchanged. I put my thumb into the good 
ear, but the bad one now heard well enough. At least two 
thousand people were in this mob, most of them naked, most 
of them painted, all using rainmakers, and the weather was 
heavy, sultry, so that my body itched with sweat, but only 
dust came through the atmosphere. It was an ugly heat, at 
times as if your face was stifled in a harsh red serge. But 
there was no time to suffer from this. 

The procession entered a stadium — I stretch the term — 
it was an enclosure with ten-foot walls of straw and a double 
row of benches of this same coarse calcareous white stone. 
For the King there was a royal box in which I sat, too, under 
a beribboned canopy, with wives, officials and the Amazons 
in their corsetlike vests and large, smooth naked bodies, their 
immense, delicate-seeming shaved heads. Horko with his um- 
brella and retinue formally paid his respects to the King 
with bows or salaams of ceremony. A familial glance passed 
between them, as of confirming previous counsel from royal 
nephew to royal uncle. For Dahfu was in command here. 
There was never any question of it. Carried on high by its 
four legs came the bridge table and on it was the bowl of 
skulls. These now had long ribbons tied through the eye- 
sockets. Horko went to his own box. In his party were now 
the Examiner and his men, the musketeers who arrested us 
when we crossed the frontier, and the wrinkled old cow herd, 
I thought, was there too, the one who had arisen as before 
Joseph to say that his brethren had gone to Dothan, and the 
wicked brothers said, « Behold, the dreamer cometh. » 

The King said to me that the ceremonies went on until 
dark and that there were many kinds of them. 

Just now there were several separate squads of Amazons 
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and musketeers who fired salutes, first in honor of the King 
and the King’s late father, then, so the King said, there was a 
salute for me. 

«Should I stand up? » I said. 

«I think it would be appreciated,» he told me, and so 
I stood and there were loud shrieks and screams and I thought, 
« The word has got around as to how I dealt with that corpse; 
they know I am no shmo but a man of courage. » I was begin- 
ning to feel the spirit of the occasion, pervaded by barbaric 
emotion — the scratchiness in my bosom much aggravated 
now. I had no words to speak, no great gun to fire, but was 
impelled to utter a great roar like an Assyrian bull. I could 
imagine the acclaim this would receive. My father, though a 
learned gentleman and no small potatoes as a poet, either, once 
at a lecture picked up a huge oak lectern and threw it from 
the stage with a great bellow of wrath and pain. This was — 
reported in Judge, which is now extinct, as an exploit of the 
Bull of Bashan. Too much temper for the great physique, too 
much physique for the quiet pursuits. Every privilege of birth, 
station, wealth, education, but with this no power. 

The acclaim was magnificent. The roars were like nourish- 
ment. So this, I reflected, was what sovereigns got out of it. 
No wonder Dahfu had come back to his tribe. To be a King, 
even a small King, was not a thing to be missed. So I stood 
as long as was feasible, grinning, and sat when I had to. 

Now, horrified, I saw another grinning face, with a big 
open loop of mouth and a wicked forehead. It as the sort of 
vision you might have from behind reflected in the window 
of a shop, and when you turned to see what fantastic person 
this as, it was invariably gone. This face, however, stood its 
ground and grinned at the King’s box, while deep, bloody cuts 
with a green bronze knife were made on the person’s chest 
by a hand full of vigor, like the hand of an assassin. A cruel 
clutch! Heartless. Why this is murder! said I, unable to bring 
it out. Before my eyes, with hellish suddenness, is a man being 
killed who does not care. Blessed Jesus! Intercede! 

The slashing, however, was not deep but lateral. It made 
much blood but was superficial and even skillful, for the 
bloodful wounds followed a pattern and the painted priest 
who inflicted them evidently knew what he was doing. Ochre 
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| now was rubbed into the wounds. This must have stung but 
the fellow grinned still, and the King said to me, 

«This advances him a grade in the priesthood. This is 

_ why he is pleased. The blood is supposed to induce the heavens 
to flow, too, or prime the pumps of the firmament. » 

« What’s that? What’s that? » I cried out, « Firmament- 
pumps? » 

However, the King had no further time for me. At a signal 
from Horko’s box there was a grand salute of guns and pound- 
ing of the most liquid bass drums and the King rose. Wild 
hosannahs! Fountains of praise! Faces beaming fierce pride 
and loyal fervor and from the basic blackness of their flesh 
a volcanic expulsion of brimstone-red as they arose and held 
forth red objects. The Amazons waved purple banners, the 
King’s colors. 

The King walked down into the arena and took a position 
near his box. At the other end of the arena, which was no 
bigger than the infield of a ball park, there arose a tall 
woman, naked, with wooly ringlets. As far as the belly she was 
painted with dull golden color. She was young, for her breasts 
were small, her arms were thin and long, manifesting very 
much the tapered humerus, radius, ulna, or three major bones. 
Her sloping face was small and from distance and gold pig- 
ment had no more human feature than a gilded apple or a 
flagpole ball. She wore a pair of purple trousers, mates to the 
King’s, and was his partner in the ritual game they now began 
to play. Now I became aware of a group of shrouded figures 
in the center — let us say where the pitcher’s mound would 
have been — and I figured correctly that these were the gods. 
About them the play was made with the skulls. Whirling 
them by the ribbons, each player took a short mincing run, 
and threw them high into the air, over the shrouded statues. 
Then neatly, each made the catch. All noise had died, like 
the wrinkles of a cloth under the hot iron. A perfectly smooth 
silence followed the first throws, so that you could hear the 
hollowness of the catch and even the wind of the throws. The 
woman threw her skull; the thick purple and blue ribbons 
made it look in the air like a gentian. In midair it passed 
the skull of the King and both streamed down as if they 
were two polyps; I believed the woman was trying to draw 
King Dahfu into an error, and the penalty for such an error 
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might be hard. Who knows but what it might be death to 
fumble a catch and drop the skull? Now I myself have become 
very familiar with death, as after a certain age you tend to be, 
and death and I are almost kissing kin, but the thought of 
anything happening to the King was alarming to me. Though 
his seeming confidence was great, and his bounding, his sure- 
ness and his manhood made beautiful watching as he warmed 
and sweetened to the game, like a fine tennis player or a 
rider, I worried for him. And for the woman too, lest either 
stumble or be butterfingered, or make a bad throw or the 
skulls collide, for there might be a heavy price to pay. They 
were, however, in good form, from which I judged that the 
King did not pass all his days on his back, for he ran and 
jumped like a lion, powerfully, and looked magnificent. He 
had not even taken off the velvet hat with its chaplet of teeth, 
and he was equal to the woman — for in my mind I saw it 
this way, with the woman as the challenger. The gold paint 
made her somewhat inhuman, and her breasts didn’t even 
shake when she ran and threw, as if they too were metal. It 
was a supernatural sight. 

Then the last throw, the catch was completed. Each tucked 
the skull to his side, like a fencer’s mask; each bowed and 
there was tremendous noise again. 

The King was breathing hard as he returned, with his 
King Francis hat, as Titian painted him, and he sat down. The 
wives surrounded him with a sheet so that he could not be 
seen in public to drink. This was taboo. Then they dried his 
sweat and massaged the muscles of his great legs and his 
panting belly, loosening the gold drawstring of his purple 
drawers. I wished to tell him, that was performed like a true 
artist, picking a high phrase. I have that in me from my 
father: high phrases came naturally to him. One of my griev- 
ances is that they are not said except by cranks and eccentrics 
to whom social opinion does not matter. Even in such ways 
there is slavery. And I myself to be a man’s man have given 
up such expressions. But the King himself had shown me the 
way by mentioning the firmament. Besides, I was gratefully 
excited by the spectacle, and grateful at being aroused. Chaos 
does not run the show. This is not a sick and hasty ride 
through dreams, helpless, into oblivion. The bravery of art 
arrests this speed; measure comes in between. If I said this to 


212 


HENDERSON IN AFRICA 


. the King maybe he would revise his opinion of me. But the 
wives were in between with their naked thighs and their backs 
| turned to me in a way that would have been the height of 
discourtesy if they were not wild savages, and I had no chance __ 
to speak to him until I had forgotten what I wanted to say, È 
except Ars longa vita brevis, which could not be news to such 
a man. è 
So I said, « What would have happened if you missed? » 

«PH tell you why I don’t miss, » he said. «Some day my 
own skull will be flying through the air like that. » i 

Greatly impressed I said, « Were those the skulls of 
Kings? » I didn’t have the nerve to ask about the degree of y 
kinship, unable to support the thought of my own parents? 
heads. Those heads that had come together, and before they a 
had been parted I had resulted and my brother, ten years 
senior, dead in the St. Mihiel sector by a German bullet. 

I had to curtail such thoughts and all thoughts for this 
Roman holiday of the Bariri continued without a break, and 
I didn’t find out until afterwards who the long, narrow, gilded 
woman was. There were sacrifices, now, made unceremonious- 
ly. No one appeared to take them seriously as the Arnewi 
had done. A priest with ostrich feathers threw his arm about 
the neck of a cow, like a good fellow, then he caught the 
muzzle, raised its head and swiftly slit its throat and it fell 
heavily with pouring blood and was flayed while it still 
quivered. No one seemed to take notice. 


II 


After this came some dances and routines, strictly vaude- 
ville, like a wrestling match between a fat old woman and a 
dwarf. Only, it appeared the dwarf was really angry and tried 
to hurt her and she began to scold until an Amazon picked 
up the dwarf under her arm and took him off the field. The 
tribesmen were immensely overjoyed by this. 

There was a slight interlude before the serious observ- 
ances. Even the comedy was not of a reassuring nature. I was 
very nervous as I foresaw an outburst. There were gallows, 
after all, and from them poor guys hung by the feet, so 
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further abominations could be predicted. I didn’t dare ask S 
King Dahfu. He drew deep breaths and watched with impervi- 
ous calm. 

Finally 1 said to him, «In spite of everything, the sun 
is still shining and there are no clouds anywhere, nor any 
humidity. » 

« Yes, you are quite right. But I have seen it come on 
before, when the weather was like this. » 

I gave him a look of intense disbelief, and in this look 
I took a satisfaction as follows: you may hit and torture and 
cudgel and hang people, but this will not bring the desired 
result. 

«I would be willing to bet...» I said. 

Luckily the King took me up on this. « Oh! You want to 
make a wager. » 

«Pl wager, sure! » I said, for my heart was hungry after 
provocation. The supernatural factor I discounted. For if that 
had mattered wouldn’t the Arnewi far more have deserved 
rain? But I had left them perishing of drought. 

« We shall bet, then,» said Dahfu and with finality. 

« Your Highness, it’s a bet. » 

« Word of honor,» he said. « What shall we bet? » 

« Anything you say, Your Highness. » 

« Very good. Anything I say. » 

« This is unfair of me,» I said. He waved his hand on 
which there was a jewel so large it seemed an outgrowth on 
his fingers from an excess of rich blood. His body was sunk 
in his hammock where he alternatively sat and lay. It pleased 
him very much to make this gamble. Well, this would mean 
something handsome for me; I would come away, I thought, 
with a present from the Bariri, a carved ivory tusk, perhaps, 
or a statue or a valuable jewel. My eyes were upon his ring, 
which was a large garnet, and he said, 

«Tl throw that in too. And what are you betting? » 

I said, «I have nothing much here besides myself, and I 
can’t tell you what value I have. Would you be interested 
in a painting? An oil painting? I could have it crated and 
sent by air. » 

« My childhood is behind this impulse of mine, » said the 


King. «I have seen rain made by such ceremonies, on days 
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like this. On exactly day like this. Against my better jdgment, 
then, and — as a gesture for the people. If the witches don't 
make rain you may have the ring and all the privileges that - 
go with it, because there are privileges — a chief’s rank, plus 
— Il think of some other suitable valuable or leave it up 


to you. » 

«This in only Your Highness’ way of making me a 
present. » 

« No, » he insisted, « I tell you I have seen it done. » 

Then I said, « What if I lose? » 5 

«I promise you it will be made interesting. Aren't you 
curious? You will — let me see — you will stay with me a 


while and be a help to me. It's entirely theoretical anyway. 
You have the heavy odds on your side. » 

« How long a while? » 

«Two weeks? Is that too long? » 

« Not especially, if helping you isn't too hard. But what 
way can I help you? » 

« You'll see, » he said, and he was richly satisfied by the 
arrangements. 

I squinted up at the sky which was a bald, pale blue, 
and rested on the mountains as if it could not support itself 
for weariness with the dust from beneath and the sun from 
above. The wind was absent and did not seem likely to come. 
This was a mere delicacy on the King's part, I believed, to 
show that he would like me to stay and a pretext for giving 
me a present so that I would be his guest awhile and speak 
English with him. Therefore I said, « We'll bet. » 

The King’s gestures were florid and African and to me 
they were high and peculiar, as if a gentleman should be 
stripping off his gloves, while he held himself with a straight d 
back. On my pilgrimage I had found my way into this torrid 
corner of a kingdom and sat with its royalty, while my huge 
sweat tried vainly to cool me, and my big open mouth tried 
to assuage the heat of my nerves. 

« Haw, haw! Your Majesty, this is a screwy bet. » 

I could hardly wait to hear what my wrinkled Romilayu 
would have to say to this. My admiration for the ring was ~ 
great but I was divided in mind about it. Instead of taking 
it, ought I to leave a good memory of myself and obtain par- 
don for some condemned man who awaited sacrifice? Obscure 
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souls — to me no more than brass dishes, or the souls of | 
grasshoppers or fishes. But it was a gentlemanly idea. Poor _ 
devils. The ring was nothing to me. The painting I had offered 
to bet was the one over which my wife and I had such a 
violent falling-out. I was only half-serious in offering it to 
the King. 

But I had no time to think of such things now. Another 
round of furious shouts began. Several men in black plumes, 
like beggarly bird-men in pawnshop feathers that hung rustily 


from their heads to their shoulders, were engaged in raising 


the covers from the gods. Disrespectfully, they pulled these 
covers and garments off. The irreverence was not accidental; 


it was done to raise a laugh. And how different this loud, 


giddy crowd was from the prayerful, tearful Arnewi. Encour- 
aged by the laughter — even the Amazons were grinning now 
— the bird-men gave themselves over to antics, stepping on the 
feet of the gods, bowling some of the smaller ones over, perch- 
ing on their knees like fowl or making passes at them mock- 
ingly. The family of gods, all quite short in the legs and tall 
in the trunk, took these abuses quite tolerantly. They had 
disproportionate and small faces upon long necks, hard — this 
was in the nature of their material, and that may be taken in 
either sense, but not too stern. They ruled the air, the 
mountains, fire, snakes, plants, cattle, clouds, fertility, and 
despite the rough treatment they were no mere objects or fig- 
ments but gods. In each, even the squatty ones of the lowest 
rank, I felt there was power to rule, to judge, to make the 
awards of fate — good to some, death to others, long sickness, 
short happiness to ephemeral men who came to them openly 


| with their vices on display. No smallness, no perversity of 


character was concealed from these gods. How could it be? 
This, too, albeit was a shock to my system and left me open- 
mouthed, I grasped; we will not pretend to the gods that we are 
any better than we are. Except, what good can it be to complain 
to the gods of your qualities and force them to be aware of the 
funny nature of their gifts. For me, there was too much heart in 
these protests, and they went too far in the parade they made. 
There was bad blood in their fun, and they irritated themselves 
too much in it. I myself stood corrected by this of my lesser 
complaints. Also I marvelled at Dahfu, that he should be king 
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of such a gang. He took it all very equably, and smiled a little 
at his subjects’ tempers. 

Presently they began to move the entire pantheon, bodily, 
and started with the smaller gods, whom they handled very 
rough with much wickedness. They even let them fall, and 
scolded them as though it were their fault. In every way 
imaginable they tried to spoil the dignity of their gods, and 
treated them with impudence. The larger statues these bird- 
men could not move and they had to call for help from the 
crowd. The strongest men of the tribe jumped into the arena 
and libted up the heavier gods, to the noise of cheers and 
blasts of laughter, the spirit of the people showing itself more 
and more openly. There was never more than one man to a en 
god and it soon became apparent from the stature and muscu- 
lature of those who moved the larger idols that the finest of 
the Bariri in order of strength were coming forward. Some 
approached the gods from behind and some caught them over 
their shoulders, like men unloading flour from the tailgate of 
a truck or wrestlers applying the flying mare, as I had carried 
the corpse on my back. The group of gods remaining was now 
very small. The champions had carried almost all away. The 
last two were superb and I have a good eye for strong men. 
Of course weight lifting is a special skill and depends much 
on the development of the thigh muscles. During a certain 
period of my life I took much interest in this exercise and 
sent away for bar-bells. They are somewhere in an out-build- 
ing now, perhaps behind the sleigh in the one-time carriage 
house. Though with all my efforts I have put on flesh and 
have grown a portly front, I have never neglected my muscles. 
O my body! The raft on which I loaded all my vices. There 
may be no afterlife, and all this fine training of the shoulders 
and wrists and calves may be a grooming for the grave. Then 
there is a scorched-earth strategy or something that commands 
you to be a fool so that when you die it is some sorry, worthless 
idiot who is laid in the coffin, and not a good man, for that 
would be too terrible. 

However, when there were two gods left, the two greatest 
in bulk — Hummat, the mountain god, and Mummah, the 
cloud goddess, there were several attempts that failed. Mum- 
mah was the largest and the last, for Hummat yielded to a 
tribesman in a red fez who came forward swinging his open 
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hands after a lesser champion had quit under shrieks and. 


crazy cries from the spectators. The man who picked up Hum- 


mat, first prostrated himself before him — the first devotional © 


attitude yet shown. Then he inserted his head, around which 
a small taut beard glittered, he spread his legs, feeling for 
position with quite sensitive feet, grasped Hummat by the 
arm and in the fork, and with huge set eyes made humid by 
static violence, began to lift the great Hummat, the sinews 
of his throat, from his distended mouth to his collar bones, 
like spokes, and the muscles of his thighs beginning to show 


“their knottiness at the groin. This was a good man, whom I 


appreciated. Good fellow! You put a burden before him and 
he stoutly clasped it and lifted to the limit of his strength and 


pitted his spirit against mass. This is satisfaction. This in | 


overcoming, manifest. « Yay! yay! For you, my husky boy! 


He's doing it. I love him. » I shouted and rooted with the rest. | 
« Yay! He's done it, he’s cracked it! Bless him. A real man. - 


Ah, thank God!» I exclaimed. Then, overhearing myself 
clearly in my fervor, wondered what I was saying. 

He carried Hummat twenty feet and set him down on his 
base. Amid applause he turned to Mummah who was still 


larger. Obese, she awaited him, hideous, self-contented, the 


mistress of the clouds, confident that no single man could 
move her. They were egging him on, baying at him, all stand- 
ing, even Horko in his tight red robe which lifted the fat of 
his breast, arose in his box, adding his dignity under the tinted 
shadow of his umbrella, a shadow of the color called old rose. 
He held out his short arms with his hand extended towards 
the great wooden Mummah. Happy Mummah, whose knees 
were bent a little by the weight of belly and breasts and her 
fingers symmetrically extended to support her thighs — 
truthfully portrayed, as the grossest woman may sometimes 
have elegantly graceful hands. She awaited the man who would 
move her, Otherwise, clearly, she could not consent to bring 
clouds. 

« You can do it,» I too shouted. And I asked the King, 
« What is this fellow’s name? » 

« He? Oh, that’s Turombo. » 

« Can’t he move her? » 

« Evidently not. He moves Hummat every year, but not 
Mummah. » 
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« Oh, he must be able to! » 

«Pm afraid he can’t, » said the King. « He usually is worn 
out by Hummat. Hummat has to be moved first, otherwise he 
would prevent the clouds from coming over the mountains. » 

Benevolent Mummah, her fat face shone to the sun with 
splendor. Her tresses were like a stork’s nest, broadening 
upward. The homely, happy, stupid, patient sphinx, she invited 
Turombo or any other champion to try his strength. Turombo, 
really quite a short man for his girth and strength, shot those 
eyes of his upward without real hope of success, and as if to 
confess his limitations. He had moved Hummat, but had no 
illusions about Mummah and he took off his red hat in a 
gesture of dedication to the King which conveyed that he 
would try, and he gave his short beard a rub with his knuckles. 
Ambition must have played a very slight role in his life. 
Whereas in my breast, there was a flow — no, that is too 
limited — there opened, like the estuary of a great river, an 
abnormal because long restrained ambition. For here was my 
chance. I knew I could do it, and I burned with a craving 
to display what was in me. Stronger than Turombo I certainly 
was, and in the process of proving it should my heart be 
ruptured, then let me die. I didn’t care any more. I had longed 
to do some good to the Arnewi, the Children of Light, because 
I was sorry for them. But that longing was not a ripple on 
this fresh one for the admiration of the Children of Darkness. 
So inflamed was my wish to distinguish myself. Let them be 
ten times more wicked and lustful than Gomorrah, it would 
not matter in the relief of my desire. Therefore I was glad 
that Turombo was so meek. Even before he had touched Old 
Mummah, whom I regarded as mine, he had confessed he was 
not able to budge her. But perhaps this modesty of his was a 
deceitful front. She was mine! I could have brained him with 
my fist. He took a lifting stance behind her, crouched, embrac- 
ed her belly with heavy arms, and at her hip his face appeared 
filled with effort, strain and suffering as if Mummah were 
crushing him with her weight and would break his thick neck. 
The stork’s nest tipped like a sea horizon in rough weather 
seen from the ship’s bow. I felt it in my stomach. Turombo 
heaved her from the base as if to uproot a tree. Let us say it 
was Hell’s own tree destined to bring new evil to the world 
and Turombo was charged with uprooting it before it could 
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reach its growth and bring disaster to the world. This was 3 
how hard he tried. But though he shook Mummah, he could | 
not raise her base from the ground. 

The crowd razzed him as he acknowledged at last he could 
not. I was pleased at his failure. 

« I was certain he could not, » said Dahfu. 

«Your Majesty...» When I am excited to the bursting 
point I swell, I am sick, my blood is turbid and ecstatic both. 
There is a prickling in my nose as if preliminary to nosebleed, 
and as if a crown of gas were burning upon my head. This was 
my chance! 

The face of the Examiner, in Horko’s party, was fixed 
in the air of heat and disappointed raging cries. A stare of 
wrinkled and everlasting human experience was formed upon | 
it. The angle of the brows, the furrows, spoke of an inexone- | 
rable and unusual knowledge to me. Accidental footsteps bring | 
you to a preconcerted destiny. Do not soften, intensify, rather, 
what you are. Should you be overcome and slain, the world 
takes back what the world sent forth. Each peculiarity is only 
one impulse of a series sent from the heart of things, of which 


_ the purpose will apear at last. I realized from the Examiner’s 


eyes why he had asked me yesterday to take off my shirt. 
He had seen in me the man who could move Mummah. And 
the corpse, the horrible weight I carried? A test! So I had 
been right. Something had descended to me from chivalry 
after all, my alertness to ordeals. How revolted I had been as I 
held the corpse and felt its weight like limbs of my own that 
had fallen asleep. But I had passed. And the Examiner, as he 
made his grim, exalted, vainful, knotted, wordless communi- 
cation with me, revealed the result. 

«I must try, » I said. 

« What is that? » said the King. 

« Your Highness, if it wouldn’t be regarded as interfering 
by a foreigner, I think I could move Mummah. I would like 
to be of service. » 

Dahfu said, «I am obliged to tell you, Mr. Henderson, 
there may be consequences. » 

I failed to apprehend the warning which he half unsaid 
as he spoke it, by smiling. Somewhere, perhaps, it touched 
me, but every big occasion has its trace of poison. Moreover 
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Dahfu would know link the Examiner had learned 
about me. 

« Do you think you could do it? » 

« Well, I feel that I have to try. » 

I was in no mood to identify the subtleties by which 
| the King, while he warned me, led me on. Now he had 
satisfied the requirements of his conscience and had caught 
me, too. No man can do better that that, eh? But I was pant- 
ing to be caught. For me this resolved the unfinished business 
of many years. 

I was not wrong about the Examiner who now came down 
from Horko’s box and walked in a narrow-hipped gait with 
tense feet, in his leopard mantle, followed by the two wives 
with their large, shaved, excessively delicate-looking heads and 
their gay, short teeth. They were bigger than their husband, 
and they sauntered behind him, obedient women but perhaps 
making light of his severity. 

He stopped before the King and bowed; the women, too, 
bowed. Small signs passed between them and the King’s wives 
and concubines while the Examiner addressed the King. He 
kept his index finger pointing up like a starter’s pistol, and 
bent often and stiffly from the waist. When he was done, 
he bent his eyes upon me, as before. They looked as if they 
had just received drops of argyrol, critically reddish brown. 
The stern veins of his face were heavy and troubled. 

Dahfu turned to me from his gaudy hammock. In his 
fingers he still held the ribbons tied to the skull. 

« He says that you may have been sent... » 

«.. by the gods, » I said. « Your Highness, as to that, of 
course, I can’t say. Who can? But I was very restless. I 
wouldn’t continue as I was. I had two alternatives, either to 
wander or to stay in bed. My only other choice was to stay 
in bed. I’m being quite frank with you, sir, and I’m sure it’s 
not wasted. I’m ready to lay all my cards on the table. » 

He looked at me soberly and said, « Mr. Henderson, 
please do. » 

«I take you at your word then,» I said, and trembled 
with eager nerves. « You can readily understand, Your High- 
ness, what it is like to be a very large man in small circum- 
stances. There is malicious talk about my family of hereditary 
insanity. My father went through a severe mental crisis at the 
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time of my birth, and I have had my troubles — it must be | 
as obvious and clear as day. I’m shaking all over! But maybe 
it isn’t insanity that runs in the family but disappointment. 
My children are sufferers too and Your Highness, frankly, 
and for their sake, too, if the moon itself were the remedy 
Td find the means to get to it. Why should there be no hope 
for human suffering? And how long must the world be like 
this? Your Highness, to live typically is to give in, to abet, 
to make things worse and worse. » 

I read sympathy in his face, and I wiped myself with the 
khaki handkerchief. My nose, independently, itched within 
and I could do nothing for it. 

« Please go on,» he said. 

« Your Highness, if I had the mental constitution to stay 
in the nutshell and think myself king of infinite space — 


well, why not? I would do it. But I have not been so lucky, - | 


and neither was my father before me. He was a man of large 
capacity, Magnus. But he had no chance to make proper use of 
his capacity, and so became mad. One hundred million Ameri- 
cans were against him. He condemned business, he preached 
liberty and poetry, and I confess to you, though I almost killed 
a man who said it, that he was crazy. But he only wanted to be 
obedient to a proper purpose. — Excuse me for making this 
long speech — the people are waiting. Excuse me, sir,» 1 
yelled in my heat of body and fever of mind at the Examiner. 
I held a few fingers out toward him and said, 

«I will be with you soon, » and to the King who listened 
with musing and almost soft appreciation, I went on. 

« A single man is afraid of the weight of the many, and 
their anger, and whatever he does is apt to be a peril to him. 
Why couldn’t I do as others at home do. To escape my father’s 
fate, I have made myself coarse and ignorant in order to 
achieve normalcy. I belong to a privileged class and I am noth- 
ing. The people in my set are nobody, they lush, they live 
in the mansions with their old mothers; they become fairies 
and pederasts. And socially, they are at the top, and misera- 
ble. How are they justified? They are not! But no one else 
is, either. There is no justified privilege. No one tells the 
truth. And even to think about justification is a mistake. 
Nobody honors law. People know law does not govern them. 
It only punishes gross crimes, or crimes committed in foolish- 
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ness or the helpless dream state. Somebody else is active for 
us. Government is active for us, it commits crimes for us by 
murdering millions. I have been guilty of some small offenses. 

I like to think they are hot stuff and shudder over them. - 
But they are laughable. But why do they seem so wrong? 
Because I have tried to muscle in on a state monopoly, in 
order to bring a little interest into my life. Men of my class _ 
have no chance for bold action. Oh yes, we have a governor 
who clambers on a rock pile at sixty-five to show how vigo- 
rous he is, and prove his fitness to be president. But each 
man born is destined to carry his life to a certain depth and 
if he doesn’t or can’t he has to take the consequences. I may 
appear disorderly. But only because I crave order. I have to 
have a chance. I have exhausted myself trying to do my duty. 
It may not be apparent but it is clear to me, at least, all these 
years, if I have kept a dangerous madman under control, have 
I done so badly? I have spared a great many people. Briefly, 
this is the story, Your Highness. I am certain that you under- 
stand it. A few people in Washington, New York and Holly- 
wood, have taken all initiative. They do and we watch. We 
are at best spectators and at worst trophies — Perhaps the 
gods did bring me here after all. Maybe they took pity 
on me. » 

The King smiled at me. « I begin to think it is possible, 
too, » he said kindly. 

« Thank you, Your Majesty. Thank you. » 

« Everyone is expectant, » said the King. « Well, you have 
my permission, whatever it may lead to... » 

I stood up at once and pulled my shirt over my head 
and hoisted up my chest broadly, and passed hands over my 
face, and with my shorts conforming to my trunk, and feeling 
tall and huge and distinctly branded by the sun on my head, 
I went down from the box into the arena. I was about to 
clasp Mummah and I believed I would have my way with her. 

The yells of the Bariri and even the kettledrums had no 
weight on my consciousness. They occurred, very small and 
minor, on the circumference of a great circle, far away; the 
savagery and stridence of people, their corpses hanging by the 
feet, had nothing to do with the emotion of my heart which 
desired only one great object, to close about Mummah. 

As I came near her I saw how huge she was, how over- 
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spilling and formless; she had been oiled and glittered in 
my eyes. On her surface walked flies; one of these little — 
sphinxes of the air washed himself, seated on her lips. How 
fast the threatened fly departs. The decision is instant; there 
seems no inertia to overcome and there is no superfluity. As 
_I began they fled with a tearing noise. Without hesitation I 
encircled Mummah with my arms. I wouldn’t take no for an 
answer. I pressed my belly upon hers and bent my knees. 
She smelled like a living old woman. To me she was indeed 

_ living and a personality, not an idol. We met as challenge and | 
challenger, and with the close pleasure you experience in a 
dream or on a warm, beneficial, floating, indolent day when 
every desire is satisfied. « Up you go, my dearest, » I said to 
her, « It’s no use trying to make yourself heavier. If you were | 
twice your weight today I’d lift you anyway. » The wood gave 
to my pressure like living flesh and benevolent Mummah | 
with her smile surrendered to me. I lifted her from the ground — | 
and carried her twenty feet to her new place among the gods. ~ 
The worshippers jumped up and down, screaming, singing. 
hugging, laughing, praising me. 

I stood still. I myself was filled with happiness, beside 
Mummah, so gladdened at what I had done that my whole 
body was filled with soft heat and with soft and sacred light. 
The sensations of illness that I had had were all converted — 
these same unhappy feelings — into their opposites, that is, 
with luxurious happiness. So an ache in the chest may come 
again as a throb of pleasure and heat in the genitals, or a cold 
in the head may descend and melt your belly with peculiar 
joy. 

Beaming and laughing to myself, yes, shining with content- 
ment, I went back to sit beside Dahfu’s hammock and wipe | 
my face in the large khaki handkerchief, for I sweated in | 
torrents, 

«Mr. Henderson,» said he in his odd African-English 
voice, « You are indeed a strong man. That was an extraordi- 
nary thing. » 

I was grateful to him. I was his friend, then. In fact I 
loved him at this moment. 

Isn’t it ever the good emotion which makes you serve the 
bad thing? It is, it is, it always is! It is love that fills the 
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. factories, and fatherly emotions turn the great social wheels, A 
and loyalty crowds the prisons, 
Through my desire to move Mummah, I dug myself a 
pit, and the great royal Dahfu for whom I felt so much love, 
saw to it that I did not escape. | 
After this tremendous feat, when the sky began to fill 
with clouds, I was not so surprised as I might have been if 
my face were not covered with the sweat of my exertions. 
The shade was just what our company in the King’s box need 
ed, for the canopy was made only of strips of blue and purple, 
which did not break the brassy glare. But a large cloud came 
from the east before the sun and threw shadow over us, and 
also gave relief from the gaudiness of color. After my huge _ 
effort, I was quiet enough. The violence in my face subsided - ; 
and the aching of my palate, for never had I wanted so much | 


to do a thing as I had wanted to step out and lift up Mummah. 


Note: This is an excerpt from a novel, Henderson the Rain King, 
to be published late this year by The Viking Press. 


FRAGMENT 


When dawn, as one that runs from fire, 
Over the mountain begins to rise, 

There comes the soft nocturnal race 

Of quivering paws and bright black eyes 


Homeward to shun the homeless light, 
Possessing still, in spite of hastening skies, 
On a meek couch the majesty of night. 


How beautiful to keep, like these, 
Night with its dreams and charities 
Under a bamboo’s mossy root, 

While time, the insatiable runner, bends 
Forward in a thirst of speed — 

My heart, advised to difficult ends, 
Sleep, if you can, under those fatal feet. 
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THE ANCIENT OLIVE TREES AT WINTERS 


Folly that heart so hot and bleak, 

Burnt with confusion’s double scar, 
Should walk the beauty of these pale trees, 
Too silver and too singular 

To be the loiter of despair. 
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Pure trees in a pure avenue 
With droop of grace antique 

Above the black and Gothic knees, 
And stir of mobile stateliness 

In lucid terminals of view 

All ways tranquil toward peace — 

Too rich a place, wrung heart, for you. 


On hillside rough the sad oak, rather, 
Pll visit, a tree itself forlorn. 

Lichen smear it, mosses smother, 

A feverish tree by nightmare stung, 
Whose sap is running to the dust away, 
And from the root of summer twisted 
The dismal thing is sick to die, 

Yet long is willingness protested 

For in this dry, exacting air 

Death may be slow to sidle up. 

A tree may wait the jaw for years, 

At last too weak to feel it snap. 


In this poor place, under this tree of tears 
In shadow scalped by every season, 
Here will I 
Sit and sigh 
And think and sing 
Since life has led me to a dying thing, 
Is there a living reason? 


TRAVELLER A-MAZE 
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Now where did thieving distance leave off stealth, 
That ocean, far from any land, shows mine, 

And on a clear length of mirage there shine 
The hills and mountains dearest to myself, 
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The silver groves of olive and the vine, 
The semi-tropic with a snowy half, 
And the brown beauty of an arid clime? 
That absence bears a witness to confound 
Cannot be true, yet there she lies, 
My west-of-Hesperus home, under Atlantic skies, 
While sigh on marvelling sigh the blue brine rolls around 
Her loved but now bewildering shore. 
Possessed! What frenzy drew her from so far, 
And frightened the palm-trees into monstrous flower, 
And made a fool of warm and rational stone? 
Sailor, beware! 

Seek not to step on that delirious land, 
Cut loose, unmoored and dolphining our boat. 
Sailor, return! 

There legends breed before their time, 

And deserts float. 


SUMMER NIGHT AT DUNSMUIR 


These old hot nights, how the cicadas carry on, 
How they do shake 

A thousand wedding-bells and make 

The sweet demented sound 

Run over the warm western ground. 

Where there is summer, where there is night, 

Where these frail ministers of joy are found, 

How gentle and wild are the bells of their delight, 

How ethereal the hubbub and scurry of music, 

While ever the answer and echo return 

Down-risen, up-fallen, ah scintil and tumble of tone, 

And casting of mandolins all around, 

As midnight and summer succumb 

To the haunted persuasion of joy. 


There is no ravage nor cold to come. 
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PROFOUND WESTERN SUMMER 


| Corporeal summer, no marvel is lost 
In your obsession to be real. 
| To love you has been my boast 
In the bald days of cactus and hawk 
Where never a brook in liquid shade rolls green, 
Nor softly to my heart rambles the rain, 
And to love you humbly under the feet of the quail, 
By fallen acacia seed and broun bud, 
And in the poor kingdom of the crowned toad, 
Whose wealth is drought, 
There to love you well, 
Even where shadow that gives no shade 
Lies dark as obsidian strewn 
There to love you still, = 
And to love you now, when a ravish of light 
Feasts on the literal and the revealed, 
Leaving only of truth the passionate skull 
Small and perfect where it fell. 
O! now to love in alarm and delight, 
Seeing the little stone in the field 
Tremble and soar to your meaning alive, 
While my senses are turned to seraphs five 
And my soul to sharp salt of the soil 
And the salt cries out to be whole, 
For such are your powers and such is my trust, 
Transcendant summer of the western dust. 


BLACK ARUM (DrACUNCULUS VULGARIS) 


That you should smell of carrion 

And be beloved as filth 

By flies, the soft small vultures murmurous 
About your spathe, 

Is destiny not fit for flower, 

Although you be corruption’s flower of state. 
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Yet I for one pause to admire 


. And call you beautiful, as foul as sable 
| And, mused upon by your hypnotic hue 
I do forget the pure, the singular, the mountain lily 
= White Shasta’s little nymph, and red pluck of the rose, 
VA For one whom evil raised with darkest care 
_ Out of time's tropics, a hazard to the soul. 


| Offended heart, do not believe this flower, 
"A | Thi floral lie, 
Even its awful fragrance, that of death, 
4 His flower indeed, and his profane ideal, 
a With a like will to wither 
As the lovely and the real. 


EGYPTIAN ANTIQUITIES 


THE LOUVRE 


Goddess of heaven, clear in the coal of stars, 

| Your great eyes waxing in the waned Egyptian night, 
._ By the faint grace of time’s pale ripple, years 
On drowning years have washed you to our sight. 
For such survival toward our younger shores 
_ We stand astonished, lost in credulous tears. 
Who cut you in a luminous web adrift 
(Honour the nameless carvers and their craft) 

bc And with no veil, that planets should desire 
To flock your white effulgence in the Pharaoh’s tomb? 
— Who set the delicate desert princes’ style 
Of pride that maniles the dynastic skull 
In a slow pulse of state perpetual, 
_ And gave the young girl to the lotus bloom 
Ina fine stroke, like flutes, up up the drooping stem, 
AU with such gathered grace as that Papyrian plume 
| That perfectly tops the stream’s galingale? 
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x O goddess, left to shine under the sands, 
| Tell them how gloriously their art 
. Holds up its own weight and the crush of years, ’ 
_ Lifts up the pyramids, scatters the wars, 
| And breaks into the burial of the heart, 
. Tell them, who thought and saw with their brown hands, 
. The spine of light still quivers in the lion, 
_ The gold eye struts across the alabaster brow, 
Tell them their wonder, the tall cobra stands 
Out of his head in trance of savage poise, 
Tell them 
their labours, large and least, are strong to view, 
The hypostyle survives, the nostril too, 
The cattle pace in pageant with their boys, 
The cord is round the waist, the tassel swings, 
The holy boat is hoist, the brave canoe 
Heading to sea, innocent as a feather, 
Tell them 
their hawk still soars his laminated wings, 
And Isis, though she never turns her head, 
Looks with all her myth toward her brother, 
Tell them the burial foods, their painted care, 
Still keep with valley fruits and bundled fare 
Of coloured courtesies excluding want. i 
Say the beloved feasts and does -not faint. 
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The bald intensity that looked on death 

And kept it waiting with a cool black smile, 
And the hard tools that built the soul a home 1 E 
Dreamed of a whiteness in the Nubian stones 
And set her free, a crescent of a girl, 

A goddess, a gleam of flesh on little earthly bones, 
And so beguiled your phantom to be real, 

The sparkling governness of purple night. 

Permit us to remember all 

— Your foot a star, your hand a pearl, 

The planets gliding to your voice — 

That we, of troubled art and wasted soul 

And poor in things unseen may still rejoice 

In bliss of stone that is so beautiful, 

And in life's fitful passion to be whole. 
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NOCTURNE 


| Gold showered into the water, sunset drowns 


4 | The completed freshness of the waking day 
. But when the darkness veils the trees and when 


_ The heightened pulses of the world beats low 
Only the golden light in afterglow 
_ Prepares us for the closing of the way — 
Nightfall before we know — she of the shadowed hair 
_ Blue-tinted as the sky, unbound and undulating 
As the silver-streaming river, it is she 
The nymph of unquiet and despair, whom night and the river 

bring 

Sorrow from silence rising frantically 
Nymph of the dark night whose despair and rage 
Only the moon-gold and night-cold assuage. 


THE SEVEN SHADOWS 


The seven shadows hiding in the green wood, 
White in glittering sunbreak stood, 

Blinking, leaf-pale as white roses are 
Star-pale, celestial, neither flesh nor blood. 


Who now looked on the sun for the first time, 
Golden and fecund, saw how its brilliant look 
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7 BPulsed at its centre like a beating clock 
| Struck sun-dazed shadows on each flying dress. 


Gazed on the sun, the sun, so long denied 

Diaphanora clad in mist, you Luminosa, you — 

Light-swathed, — Sylvia bride of the forest’s glimmering green 
Rosalba bathing in the freshest dew. 


And Cunegunda stepping forth in pride 

Queen of the Gothic solitudes and the trees 

That in the chequered forest shades abide 

Where bird-crowned trees shake down their leafy harmonies. 


Sophia of the white breast and whiter brow 

At whose light step the sleeping forest wakes 
Olympia on whose breast faint as the rose-pale snow 
Lie curled in amity, two emerald headed snakes 


Into the cathedral forests where the leaves 

Sing and are never still for murmuring 

The violet-shaded myrtle droop and spring 

In trembling silence where the night bird grieves. 


Yet the seven shadows must aspire to light, 

Light, light, unshadowed, light unhaunted calm 
For a leaf’s breath they fly, from star-struck night 
Hesitant between the cypress and the palm. 


They leave tree empires to unpeopled air 

Leave the bird worlds to flight, fear, fantasy 

To bathe in tropic suns, to comb their blue-black hair 
In visionary light, realms without history. 


TIME AND THE SEA 


The sea rolls back, it spreads 


Murmurs against the rock, 
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si, flows (Sa | 
Where night the seasong weds 


She waves her hand and sings 
Leaping from wave to wave 
The siren-silver sprite 

The spirit of the sea. 


See how she smiles my soul, 
To hear the plunge, the roll 
The murmur hoarse and grave 
Rising beyond control. 


Beneath the magnetic moon 
The water-wanderer soon 
Transfigured by her shock 
Feels the compelling tune 
And draws us late or soon 


Into that long expanse 

Of greying solitude, 
Endless and widening 
Flood upon hurrying flood. 


Sing siren of the deep, 

The flood of time, the waste, 
That runs, yet seems to age 
In languid haste. 


Sing of the drowned heart, 
The quick foot and the eye 
Flung in a rubbish cart 
And limping memory 


Robbed of its first wild flavor 
Its quick responsive blood 
Left without joy or savor 
Pleasure or hardihood. 
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The cold wave’s heavy force, — 
The power, the strength, the joy 
The firm predestined course ’ 
Without hate or remorse 


Sing then o siren sing 
The song, the song, is all 
Let the harsh night recall 
The surge, the thundering. 


TERRACES OF LIGHT 


Summer from a floating Eye 

Where the golden pathways lie 

Expanding in gold rings of light 

Quivering, tumbling bright on bright 

Where the cup of dew is spent 

In the glittering light of day 

Let us mount the steep ascent 

To the castle, see the way! - 
Where the sleep-worn bastion towers — RI 
Shimmering in a golden haze, 
Hanging mountains twisted trees 
Chill the running golden spray. 
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Where the drowsy landscape draws, | | 
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That ascent will bring us near 
To the castle in the sky 
Where the cloud foundations rise, EE 
On the brilliant atmosphere 
Further, further lies the prize 

That you seek before you die 

(Where the impelling hunger leads) 

The visionary landscape pleads 

The more than life size roses sigh — 

You have left the world behind, 

Chilled the heart, and drugged the mind 


Seeking what you cannot find. 
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In the shadow of that Eye 
Floating in an azure stream, 

We have mounted dream on dream 
To the terraces of light 

Shed our lives away like leaves 
That the first faint chill bereaves 
Of volition — and lets fall 

The season’s measured festival 
Dropping in cold pools of thought 
All we treasured, all we sought 
And slowy, slowly, withering 

The maimed, unfeeling, senses sting. 


But through hanging waterfalls 
Striking against greenest green, 
Hardly hoping, scarcely seen 

We have reached the castle walls 
Entered through the mildewed halls 
Seen the prostrate shadows flee 
Forms of fear and phantasy 

Pierced by everlasting night 

Fleeing in a blaze of light. 
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FAMILY Roi 


What do you live by, mother? 
Waiting, waiting 
for my dandy-dodgers, 


‚girls and boys, ; 


to hang hats on beds maybe a 
sleep one night out of seven with me i 
in our high-buttoned flat 

where mechanical toys 

do all the work, make all the noise; - OS 
phone to wake me from night's short death ì 
for snip-snap, or worse, gossip; 
waiting, waiting, 

for jangle bell to call 

from far underneath 

those drowning waters of tears I weep. 


What do you live by, father, 
so long in the hours? Ri; 
By starched shirt = 
of stiff competition; 
addition of one thousand up to ten, 

then down 

from ten to one to nothing again — 
repeated from year’s beginning to year’s end; 
by laughs and lunch with nervous men, 
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tight as guy wires, LR 
but their laughter brings none close — 
money alone is friend, true friend. 


What do you live by, brother? 
By rule of hunting 
for myself, core of me, Hi 
ego that strikes its tiresome gong 
MR. without interruption, 
er for the world to applaud, 
2 pay it attention; 
by hunting 
for what I must find: a 
- someone to call my face i 
and bid it welcome, LE 
burn my kingdom of self, 
build me kingdom for two. 


What do you live by, sister? 

By indecision, 

blushes, mirrors, curls, 

AN subtraction, and long division; 

È boys and their fearful thunder; 

feeling, feeling, and swirls 

of my skirt; swelling breasts; i] 
by indecision, imitation pearls, 

subtraction and long division. 
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What do you live by, child? 

By grasping. 

Only by holding fast 

can I keep from slipping 

into the ditch mother and father dig. 
Wary, aware, most wary 

of falls; being pitched into depths 
from which I cannot get out — 

the world’s ditch, deep as a lake, 
where love dead as a fish 

a decomposes on the shore. 
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old soldier and drunkard? 
The holy water of drink, — °° 
blessing conferred 

by whisky and scotch, 

warmth in belly and head; _ 
the past crated and shipped 

to all the places I’ve been; 

by winking and blinking at life, 
and staring at death 


who can stop my breath | = 


at his choosing. 

I sink, I shrink, I waste away. 
By the holy waters.of drink 
I lay me down to die. 


What do you live by, grandmother? 
Telling, retelling, 

as I knit or crochet, 

sew buttons on a blouse, 

how alone steps are 

on pavements of day; 

how alone thoughts are 

on carpets at night; 

single as a mouse 

caught in the trap 

for his cheesebite. 

Telling, retelling, — 

how single and alone 

oneself and the other, 

a dry sea-bed apart. 

Telling, retelling, 

how cowardice failed 

to hear the song sung unafraid, 
and how wounds that would speak 
can only groan 

to tell how alone is all alone. 
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Cross at the morning 

and at waking, 

with a mourning for summer, 
she crossed the bridge Now 
over the river Gone 

toward the place called New 
to begin her Once Upon. 


Once and Upon 

my daddy long legs 

walked in a web of work 

for my sisters and me, 

as Mother spun round 

with silver knives and forks 

in a shining of pans, 

a wash of Mondays 
_and plans 

for our lives ten thousand weeks. 


To cross the bridge Now 

over the river Gone 

toward the place called New 

to begin her Once Upon, 

in a mourning for summer, she moved 
to write her right becoming. 

and find her true beloved. 


Snippets and tags of Gone, 
criss-crossed as retold, 

beggared the strumming 

of fresh rhythms 

that should have stirred her becoming. 


Once and Upon 
she ate the plum 


PTE AO A ARS estetica Vs ne? ti 


‘and om a full Molle 
disgorged the pit : as 
into her hand 
while Mother spun as she Ange 
peach and plum in season — 
fr the land, holy Mother to 
the plentiful fruit. 


To cross. 
But where should her steps lead 
away from the river? 


È Through a desert she hurried, 
È thirsting she ran 

: to reach becoming, 

2 passed three water holes 

but never saw them, © 

E so eager was she to reach 

| outward evidence 

of her inward drawing. 


| Sisters of grace, 

comely, sea-washed, 

with blond shell hair and skin, 
whirling with intermittent passion 
amidst daddy long legs 

and Mother awash 

among the underthings, > 
boys shouting and running, 
swaggering and dying 

for the sisters charms. 
AMEN! 


Tops a-spin in a dying dance. 
Yoo Hoo, Fatty! Buck! 
Hi, Pete! Hello, old Gene! 
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Sunmerterosed wii the beginning | 
of gold, 


a sea of brown leaves swirling. 


And no trees bent down 

to whisper their wisdom 

for her becoming. 

Ah! Now! Ah! Gone! Ah! New 
Ah! Once Upon! 
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GIVE ME RHEUM’S WORTH 


Woe is the worth of woe, 

The huntsman hunting naughts + 
Upon a hill, rabbit he caught. » oe 
Come, fie, be brave and hurl | 
The violent tumult to the smooth 
Declivity, and bury your humor ¿0 
Wisely, lest it bark 7 vn: 
And it attract a 
Orgies of futile dog-hounds 
In the dark of the hut-night, 


Farther and farther from all = 
That calls them home. Hunt’s-up iii. 
Was played, and that’s the tune ee. 
That calls the merry slayers u 


To their task o’er the green hills. 

The tooth is done that’s blunt, 

We must be wolves. 

Sharp as a wicket, young a 
As a cricket, else we defeat self. = 
And self is a poor defeat to bear, 2 
Ever and onward, burden upon our back, 
It is an effete thing, defeat, 

It is enough to heal and harm one, 
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Steal and storm one, berate 
Alarmingly, one, oh shun it. 

Who'd hug the last gate from home? 
Not little Miss Rabbit, closely. 

No, she flies home through thickets, 
Bold and wan, wan and cold, bold 
As a flesh-full fox. 

The little pot grows hot, 

a Red it grows the little pot 

MN Full of aura, aura round it, 

as Fly-full. Oh drat the loss, 

de So sweet sugary a loss, 

De The fields were wet, the athletic 

| Field was wet in the dusk, 

Wet in the day, always wet, 


508 Damp with foreboding, at dawn 
“fa Even then it was damp with bode. 
71 For you? afore time itself. 

Ben The sun red where it belonged. 

8 D East, and the house-windows red, 
SRI And inside sleepers with sleep, 

5 Oh crossing the athletic field 

3 Was a cold office for a small pot 
3 That day, and the fire out upon’t. 


WHERE? 


«Where is that old bar, the Flame? » he asked — 
And the flame has been punctured, disappeared, 
The flame had gone the way of all flames, to the rear, 
Taking up habitation in a tame forest, 
Until next year when it sweats habitude. 
Oh mortality of bars, morbidity of flames, 
| Mordancy of the yellowized hour, the four-forty name: 
I capture no sense as I write markedly — 
What hopes have we, what hopes are turning? 
We must gather our sterile forces toward eternity, 
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4 And eat the lotus only upon oe — — 


| There, there, the needle penetrates. 


SPARROWS HEARD DOWN A CHIMNEY 


I lean head on arm and it is warm, woolen, 
My eyes cut sideways across the page — 
Knives glisten in the distance — 

And the sparrows suddenly take up 

A canary-like whistling, choked, even 

A crow-lie croak emerges: These charlatans? 
What have these plunge-merry birds 

Been doing with their tin windpipes, 
Trilling like catbirds mocking and chortling, 
Purring and gissling, whinging 

Against the brick aperture; 

Their brisk notes aspire — 

Caw caw! they pipe. 

(Or starlings? ) 


AFTER FABRE 


The mother greed, solicitous of her young, 
Eager to see her face so multiplied 

In tiny grubs and staggering larva, she 
Lends out her probing instrument and finds i. — 
The softest flesh, the easiest access; she 

Makes the small ulcer with her piercing stick 
And lays the eggs, each one, close in the quick. 
Willingly, then, she dies, all consummate. 
Oh motherly greed! O delicate eater of flesh, 8 
O wisher-to-perpetuate! Oh merely-ambitious, 5 
O all of us must live. But yet, o mother fly, 

Why, why the eye must you choose out 

For access to the flesh! Babies must eat, she says. 


245 


Behind one, food; behind the other, nothing; 


. Now, after a few days, when brother rat, sister rat, 


| Splendidly, discovering the reward of that symbol of love, 


The chalk-outline circle develops a corner, one slightly diffuse, 
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RUTH HERSCHBERGER © 
TRUE LABORATORY 


Of Psychology, Shepherd: lord 
Of a family of rats. 

This is the good Shepherd's job: 
To derange and rearrange, 
Nerve and unnerve, 


Black rats. 
Two doors: small doors which, touched, will spring, 


On food-door, circle; on null-door, square. 


And miscellaneous others, have trialled it and errored it 


The circle; the ban inanition of enmitous sign, the square. 
Our good shepherd, overseer, questions the circle on door unto 
Eden: 


But distinguishable corner, a part of that otherwise unitous 
round. 

Rats wonder, consult Door 2. Ah, you are teasing, 

Scare us with angles, fright us with doubt, old shepherd! 

Yes, a corner; but one, not four. — The black rats plunge 

Into a hungry success; they sleep well-fed, pacific. 


Morning comes later, regards the vital doors: 

The square, (God!) what has become of its rigor and form! 
Its elbows wobble, turn like a wheel, swim in the gaze 

Of expectant, rat-bright eyes; its angles are widening, 
Clumsy as apples, tempting as knowledge; but wary as Eve 
Are rats’ ways. They pause, disaver, return to the fracturing 
Circle and spring. This night, belly-full, they toss in their sleep, 
Dream of the serpent’s wily amorphism, tricks of the mind, 
Stagger their senses on waking... 


Behold, the midnight skill 
Of upstart omen has maligned the customary Known! 
The generation’s whole belief gone overnight, 
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4 Its stable-factors lost, its good-and-evil now excised. 

Rats rush, comparing door with door, their bead eyes start, 

Shock wonder from their breasts at what they read in tampered 
chalk. 

The square is slipping like a mussel, circle resting like a jar 

On even horizontal base. (O careless master, 

Fear and the pit and the snare are put upon thy pupils.) 


Black rats choose bounty: black choose loss. Succeeding days 
arise. 

And now to rats’ perceptive power, charts are blind, 

The shapes though different don’t divide their attributes 

By making one desiderable, the other not. Dim qualities in 
each 

Suggest a recompense, impress a warning, grant but hesitation 

To unwilling rats. And as their daily need of guess grows 
wearier, 

Poor Maud transfers her need unto hysteria; and the frustrate 

Compulsion never ceasing, stirs in Carl a quick convulsion. 

Thus recurring of reluctance furls each soul in caution, 

And endurance swims in vain against the tide of failures 

That (in close mnemonic folds) infect the rodent brain... 


Stark, flurried, and infirm rat-psyche, 
Conditioned into crime and out, 
What will your menial, mad recovery bring about? 


ARISE, AROUSE 


Arouse, oh bawd, oh bawd! 
Why not fly you to hours 

Of cheerful bawdry, 

In a tall house of wonder, 

In a worried house of wonder, 
W ondering-worry, slow-wit. 
The humorous hug of thought, 
Pandering to none, gurdyish, 
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Grinding the cast drum, 

Beating the andiron, 

Who could not support fire? 

Oh my metal claw! 

Mine arm of iron! 

Build a fire in my arms, Romeo, 
And I shall be the andiron 

Of the ages. In troth. 

The road wound over hills, 

First flat, then up, 

Then winding down, halt, 

The fright, why so fright, 

Why frightened hill-climber, 

And the undertakers 

And I eating coffee in the shop. 
That was a day! that was a morning! 
Oh darling past, why do we love 
Anything that transpired in thee, 
Scorning the effluvia of today, 
The unbrinked morrow, No, 
Things must be aged like cheese 
Before we desire 

Their memory (as an anticipation), 
Their past (like a future), 

Their smell, well, like camembert. 


ON ZIPPY IN HEAT, ACCOMPANIED BY HOUNDS 


The barking of the frustrate hounds 
As lifting on their little paws, 

(These dachshund-legged dogs), 

They fail to make the grade — 

While good old and unquarrelsome Pep 
Easily scales the height and triumphs 

In a trice; to the acclaim of yelps, 

The protest of bared teeth. 

And latterly, Pep grieves, 

As bound by the marriage vow 


Lire serre 
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He stays with lifted feet == 
Enmeshed in love’s new weariness, 
But then release and he is freed, 

He bounds around on childish feet 
Wondering at the hunger-torn, 
Desire-loud yelps of the other three, 
Bored with his late delight. 


SHE SOUGHT BUT DID NOT FIND 


And where were the woodland paths? I found myself 
Always on the boulevard to humanity. 

I wanted to tread and explore simply, 

Instead I roved like a beast the tavernous crowd. 

I imbibed fermented liquors and smoked 

Bluely in the flame and expelled choking substance. 
Alas, where were the roses, where were the fields? 


I saw them only in the dark, when the earth was cold. 
What an error I made, not falling in love with flowers. 


AIR ALARM 


Civilians forced to meet a bomb, 

Fire, and panic, we lie down 

In our refuge rooms and bawl. 

And gods who might have been appealed 
To years ago, they’re dead and wheeled 
Into our refuge room with us. 

It's not a merry company, 

Its been so long since we believed 

In retributive laws, 

That standing, lying, brings no rest, 
The shrapnel, fear, is in our nest 

And takes us in its claws. 

O Nietzsche, whom we loved, be blest, 
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And come with us into our chest 
Where solitude is rife. 

Tell us your brother is this I, 
This catapulting wondrous spy 
Who wants a prosperous life. 
Though if it fail, and guns explode, 

It merely means what you forebode: 
Destruction makes us grope — 

Toward what? Surpass ourselves, succumb 
Within this darkened room? 

Our only hope, 

Though we battle up to our ears 

In shouts of victory, in cheers, 

Is a berth on a less-worn star. 

‘O my brother, to create beyond oneself, 
Though there’s only a vacuum left, 

And a packet of horrors. 


I LOVE HIM, LOVE HIM, BODY HIS AND BONE 


I love him, love him, body his and bone, 
The fine green veins that through him pull, 


_ His beneath-water look, his engraved frowning. 


I love the blue sky of his eyes, their drowning 
Me in what’s to come of glancing, saying 
Songs between us, like a stone glancing 
Beneath the waters cool, or lying 

Filled with the moisture of his smiling. 


Went on my wheel to the waters edge and walking 
Found the cool waters matter for my parching, 
The minnows dancing like my own heart prancing, 
All things bent to this heavenly joy; so stooping 

I told the waters love and spent my bounty, 


For he’s to another bound and won’t be straying, 


Nor our two bodies bending to such travail 
As could dissolve these moonbeams in this water. 
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AWAY! AWAY! 


Tomorrow, riding, rides my love away. 

Carbuncle memory, gut and groin this time, 
This present, with the thought of endless he, © 
That ear, eye, naked, trembling, stay with me SESTO 
| Though he embark so soon, rueful and hot, ni: 
_ Febrile within the station’s chambrous dark. o, 


Keep his dark eye, brown peach pit, in my sight, 
| His cheek, a sow’s-ear soft, nearer my own, 

| For memory, magic, and a prayer at eve 

Should still recall the pressure of his leave: 

| The station, steam, the alien mothers, wailers, 

The low kiss, plunging, sacred to the sailors. 


. Memory, be spruce and edit every look, 

. Proof out the moments, cap the very tears 

_ That left prolonged in silence, breeding, bears 
The soft and feathered look, page of a dove: 
Grand Central with its weathered roof above 

. Shielding the trainmen, travel, and my only love. 
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A VISIT TO NINON 


RUTH STEPHAN | 


As told by Christina, Queen of Sweden, during her rares = | 


in 1656, after her abdication from the throne. 


The portals for curiosity are many, but, since they too | 


_ frequently open into impassable brambles or to paths leading 
| to some dull house and furrowed field marked by the owner- 


ship of some dull mind, the persistently curious, such as I, 
learn to check the expectancy of a secret garden, of some wild 
purpling lake with an oracle sitting on its shores, or, perhaps, 
of a magnanimous hall on whose dark cliff walls hang tapes- 
tries whose gold and green and crimson tales breathe softly 
in history’s long sleep. It is wise, one decides, to enjoy curiosi- 
ty for its own sake, for its prickling sense of living and the 
momentary exhilaration of imagining there might be other 
answers than those that repeat life is what it regularly is in a 
domestic day, no more, no less. Then, just as the commonness 
of these answers lulls the seeker into accepting it all as a 
game, a flick of simple curiosity splits open the close horizon 
as if it were a wooden ball enclosing one. Something flares 
into the night of life as if a wax candle carried in the hand 
turned into the sun, and, in the brilliant glare, the familiar 
room or the known forest is found to be a precipice. One 
stands with toes on the edge, a vista, incredibly vast, undeniab- 
ly true, spreading further than the eye can see. There may 
be plains crowded with unexpected ideas, there may be poetic 
landscapes of gem-colored fields and yellow webs of roads 
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A VISIT TO NINON 


beside which flourish bizarre nodding trees and capricious — 
| flowers, there may be spires of cities in a distance where once 
no distance existed, and, over all, an unframed sky, from where, 
when darkness rises, Pleiades and dragons and sparkling birds 
fly, not towards us, but to some still further cove of infinity. 

. Who knows what another man will see on this brink? Thus 

| were new stars discovered, new lands disclosed, such as the 
green America across the waters, through curiosity pursued, 
and thus was the blood and bone of a body begun to be seen 
in its miraculous design. Thus, too, because of an impulsive 
curiosity, the privacy of my own life burst its carefully con- 
structed bounds, and I saw the sweep of unappraised dimen- 
sions. I speak of the dimensions of love. 

The beginning sounds stupidly inconsequential, for the 
tingle of curiosity I had really was a snobbish urge, born of - 
gossip, to meet in person the famous, or infamous, woman of 
love, Ninon de Lenclos. A woman of love! Or was it love? 
During my visit to the French court at Compiégne that warm 
September the silken ladies and the perfumed noblemen still 
relished the telling of Ninon’s story, some extolling her sweet 
sense of living, others claiming she was a woman of demonaic 
corruption with nothing of love about her life or doings. It 
was all plain debauchery, they said. Ah, but what a wit, 
another would sigh. The arguing, tinged with laughter, sound- 
ed down the leafy avenues in the gardens where we promenad- 
ed, countering the musical language of the treetop birds incess- 
antly calling through the sunlit hours; it cropped up in the 
salons during moments of boredom, the entertainments, while 
elaborate, being untidily long, it crept into the conversation 
in the Queen’s reception room. While Anne of Austria sat play- 
ing languidly at cards at an ivory inlaid table, her pearl ropes 
clinking against the ivory edge as she leaned to drop a Knave 
or pick up a King, the treble tones of her ladies-in-waiting, 
grouped in a bouquet around her, rustling in pink, violet and 
yellow satins, embroidered the latest scandals with comparisons 
to Ninon. Nor were the gentlemen averse to plucking at gossip, 
leaning on the backs of jade tapestry chairs or posing against 
the polychrome wainscoting. As soon as any news of the 
battles in Flanders and Poland had subsided, the delicacies 
of love arose. And the eyes of each lover signalled to his present 
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mistress that she alone was more beautiful, more clever, more. 
desirable, than Mademoiselle de Lenclos. 

I say still about the telling because most gossip wears itself 
thin and uninteresting in a few weeks, sometimes, even, the 
dazzle fades immediately it explodes, but it had been over a 
year since Ninon had been confined to a convent, and each 
version of the rights and wrongs of her exile retained its origi- 
nal passion. There was, first, the official version, of how the 
noisy passage of her friends going to and from her Parisian 
residence on the rue de Richelieu had so incensed the Company 
of Saint Sacrement they had instituted a legal complaint 
against her. Theirs ears, they said, were offended every night 
by the impious shouts ringing against the stone walls lining 
the streets. Who knew what innocent listeners behind these 
walls would be tainted by the false gaiety of the wine-bubbled 
laughter? This prostitute, they charged, boasted that she | 
carried dissolution to a higher point of distinction than ever 
before had been accomplished. The fact that she knew philo- 
sophy was to its debasement not to her commendation, for she 
mixed it with the lowest revelry, and the worst of it was that 
she as triumphant in her scandal. She created a prodigious 
stir in Paris, this city they so earnestly were endeavoring to 
persuade to holiness, and there was a danger of her fashion- 
able flame spreading since she was supported by such a quanti- 
ty of men bearing distinguished titles. 

It became my opinion, following certain others of the 
court, notably masculine, that the good Company might have 
put cotton in their ears rather than have complained so persis- 
tently to the Queen and the magistrates if it had not been for 
the adamant rage of certain ladies of the court who seem to 
have imagined themselves as brooms to sweep sin out of Paris. 
All that was not virtue, to them, was sin, as all that is not 
land is water, they were fond of saying, and it was plain 
enough they could not conceive of virtue being compatible 


with a beautiful woman unless she were immobilized as a 


statue. Of course, these poor cold souls had only virtue to 
sustain their own lack of beauty, a virtue, one may suppose, 
that was not self-imposed. The ugliest one among them, thus 
the ugliest at court, the Maréchale de Gramont, who was so 
spiteful her own husband asserted she could have given odds 
to Beelzebub, was the one who, in the end, obtained the letter 


254 


A VISIT TO NINON 


- from the Crown to have Ninon imprisoned in the convent of 
| the Madelonnettes, which had been founded to shelter the 
seduced daughters of Paris and guide them back to grace. 
This was after the Company had gone so far as to spend 
their well-given money to pay for a legal action, after they 
had won their case, and enjoyed their victim’s severe public 
chastisement. 

Ninon’s friends, the free-thinking writers and aristocrats, 
erupted in their indignation. How could this exquisite creature 
be called a common prostitute! A prostitute sold her body as 
if it were a meal, while Ninon did not sell anything at all. 
That was one of the delightful things about her, they said, 
that she asked no price, either financial or moral, for the 
pleasure of her company. She was the most charming of 
philosophers, selecting her friends according to her taste, 
purely for their interest and compatibility. If these friends 
wished to make gifts to her, was it not natural? Was it not her 
due, considering how she benefitted the world with beauty? 
Certainly it was more sensible to give homage to a living 
beauty who could make use of it than to be like the men of 
ancient Rome who made donations to a Venus who never left 
her white marble, who could not even thank them. Pens, such 
as l’Escobar’s, raced across pages to rescue her name from 
censure. They scratched against the summary iustice that, on 
the basis of a melancholy denunciation and without any other 


form of trial, could take a woman out of her congenial circum- - 


stances and seclude her in a convent, a woman whose sole 
crime was in living like an honest man. 

Neither Ninon nor her caveliers really had believed the 
ultimate would happen, that she would be exiled to a medita- 
tive cell, and they depended too much on the Queen’s toler- 
ance and protection, Anne of Austria being so surefooted on 
the path of her own particular kind of beauty that she did 
not trouble herself being jealous of others. The Company 
and the raging dames, however, pressed hard against the 
Queen’s resistance, and, since she had many other affairs to 
concern her, they achieved their single-minded aim. Ninon, 
in the fairness of an August day, was conducted into the 
quiet shadows of the Madelonnettes. 

Long after I had ceased to listen to the court whisperings 
about Ninon, the phrasing of her crime remained, she lives 
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like an honest man. At night, trying to relax in my large 


voice had called aloud from an Arabian fairy tale, if a golden 
coin had dropped as the seed of a flowering peach tree, if a 
crusading knight had lifted his visor to show, behind it, the 
furred nose and frightened eyes of a gazelle, it could not 
have been more incongruous to me than to hear these words 
pronounced so vehemently by those frivolous, beribbonned 
courtiers. Yet they obviously meant it, had thought about it, 


‘own air in their speech. Were there other views of honesty 
than the one I knew? If Diogenes had cast the light of his 
lantern into this century, into Paris, would he have found 
his honest man in the body of a beautiful woman? I determin- 
ed to find out, honesty being one of my passions, and the 
opportunity to do so came unexpectedly soon. 

On September twenty-third, the day set for my departure, 
young King Louis himself came, very early in the morning, 
to my apartment to fetch me and conduct me to the chapel 
to hear Mass with the royal family and Cardinal Mazarin. 
Then, after seeing me through the satisfaction of a meal, he 
made some gestures directing details of my journey to his 
chamberlains and secretaries, and accompanied me through 
the chateau’s cool rooms, their elegance grayed in the rainy 
morning’s light, to the courtyard where the carriages waited. 
Here there was a profusion of bows, curtsies and parting 
compliments from court gentlemen and ladies to be suffered 
before I stepped into the Queen’s carriage, although most of 
these personages were to follow me in their own gilded carri- 
ages to press another farewell a few miles down the road. 

The King, after a quick look to see that all was prepared, 
climbed into the carriage with me, and Monsieur, his brother, 
too, to ride as far as Croix-Saint-Ouen. My last remembrance 
of Louis XIV is of the poise of his head, his profile an alive 
white against the coach’s blue silken lining, kingliness already 
suffusing his eager youthfulness. How distinct the difference 
between him and his pretty brother Phillipe, so nearly placed, | 
so variant! At eighteen years of age Louis’ lifted chin, his 
mouth, consciously forming into a wish for authority, his 
glance, alerted to see more than he would admit, were all in 
waiting. Mazarin might rule, might decide and scheme to his 
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own and the Queen's content, might appear to the world as 
France’s brain, it would be by the consent of this watchful 
young King. He had accepted, and never would deny, his 
_ divine position. I was sure he washed his face in kingliness 
daily, the light so shone through the very pores of his skin. 
When the last farewells had been said, even to Mazarin 
who lingered to ride six miles further with me for a few 
final political words, the carriage rolled on towards Senlis, 
towards, 1 could not resist remembering, the South, and Rome, 
and I found myself returning, in the quiet, to my personal 


feelings, reaching out to my night-time ponderings. If I were _ 


to be honest, what would I say about love? Had a Queen 
any right to love, was it even possible? I leaned back on the 
blue cushions, looking away from the two companions furni- 
shed me, holding apart the window curtains to watch the heavi- 
ly rushing clouds. I wished Azzolino were with me so that 
I could talk to him. It was odd that, from the first day we 
had met in Rome, I had thought of him as Decio Azzolino, 
rather than as Cardinal Azzolino, as if I had known him al- 
ways. What a fascinating friend he was, so agile in his under- 
standing! And how unexpected to find a Cardinal young 
and personable. I wished — but wishes were foolish. He was 
in Rome, and I was following my own plan of being in France. 

I looked at the fields stretched in wide margins, separat- 
ing us from the gray sky’s rim. The new quiet, in truth, was 
comparative, for the noises had changed from the court chat- 
ter to the chatter of the road. The driver and his horses had 
agreed on a favorite pace for pulling, the rhythm of hoofs 
beat against the rumbling song of the wheels, pebbles flew 
up, staccato on the wooden underparts. I dropped the curtains 
and turned to the Duc de Guise and Monsieur de Lesseins. 
They were sitting respectfully, their finely tailored coats ar- 
ranged on the tufted seats, their modishly booted feet implant- 
ed on the floor to steady them, the coral and beige plumes of 
their hats marking the sway of travelling. When I spoke it 
was not of the court life left behind, forming now into me- 
morized pictures, it was with the vision of the clouds, too 
foreboding to contemplate. If there was anything in the world 
I wanted, just then, it was for the landscape of my own life 
to be clear. 

« Damn clouds. » 
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I crossed my legs and hunched into a more comfortable. 
position. Monsieur de Lesseins sighed. 

« The insubordination of the weather is a constant trial. » 

His indolent attitude touched each feature of his face, 
his pale eyes, his mouth edging into slackness, the flesh of 
his cheeks colored by his love of red wine. Behind the charm 
of his indolence, however, a charm he carefully had assumed, 
lay a shrewd observant mind, nor was there a more exacting 
exponent of deportment in the entire French court than this 
lazily speaking gentlemen. It was not by chance that the 
King had commissoned him to manage my journey. 

The Duc de Guise let a whistle of laughter escape. 

« It does not behave well, does it? It growls, this weather. 
What a tribe of bears, there, descending on the fields! » 

He pointed to the clouds, doubling down. Monsieur de 
Lesseins waved his hand, limply, to them. 

« Ah, the honest fields. I present these honest French 
fields to you, Your Majesty. There is nothing of their plain 
agriculture one cannot see. If one must have honesty, here 
is a wide platter of it.» 

What was honest about these fields, I wondered, or what 
was more honest than other fields? The trees seem to have 
been gathered, picked up like sticks, and tied together to 
make the thick forests, such as Compiégne’s, leaving, between, 
the fields laid in an unhindered carpet. We might have been 
riding across the top of an enormous emerald. 

« Those descending bears look too much like your Maré- 
chale de Gramont and her cohort. For our sake, I hope they 
don’t do to the fields what she did to that courtesan’s life, 
or we shall have a gloomy time of it.» 

« That courtesan! » How de Lesseins drawled! 

« Why, in the name of heaven, do her friends run about 
screaming she is an honest man? » 

« Because she is honest, and because she lives like a man. 
Except for her intoxicatingly feminine body, of course. » The 
Duc de Guise shot out his words on silver arrows. 

I considered him. Henri II de Lorraine, Duc de Guise, 
Prince de Joinville and Comte d’Eu, was a man celebrated 
for his numerous gallantries. He had the pointed nose of a 
constantly sniffing dog, a mouth pulled in at the corners 
almost to a pucker which seemed to insist on smiling as if 
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he were about to see something, do something, discover some- 
thing amazingly clever or delightful. His smoothly contoured 
face belied his forty-four years, years that had been packed 
with love and adventure. «Our ancient paladin, » Madame 
de Motteville named him, while Tallemant, admitting the Duc 
had an excellent memory and good judgement, although not 
much of it, said of him that he «knows some things, has 
spirit, says agreeable things, is not malicious, has generosity, 
a heart, and is very civil. It is a pity that he is a fool. » It was 
because he was a fool that he had been able to slip through the 
Spanish fleet, nine years before, to join the Naples revolution 
and become, in a matter of days, King of Naples, he insisted, 
to present the crown to his love in Paris, Mademoiselle de Pons, 
as a wedding gift. The fact that he was married already to 
somebody else had no substance for him. The crown, however, 
never reached the lady, for, being a fool, a few more days 
found him in the hands of the Spanish who had no appetitie 
for any King in Naples other than their own, and he was sent 
to cool for years in a prison in Spain. By the time he returned. 
to Paris Mademoiselle de Pons, asserting a practical heart, 
had loosened her affections to another. Still, being a person 
who stays young forever in mind and body, he eventually 
was consoled by court games and dancing and softer allure- 
ments. Just the one, I thought, to be knowledgable about 
Ninon. I could not help laughing at the pretended seriousness 
of his expression as he showed himself her champion. 
« Tell me, tell me. » 
« About her feminine body? » De Lesseins laughed, too, 
his weary eyes coming to life. 
« About how a woman can live like an honest man. » 
« Of all women, Your Majesty should understand that. » 
« Ah, but Ninon! » De Guise arched a finger, nodded his 
profuse brown curls in emphasis. « She makes it seem fantastic, 
utterly fantastic, not to be honest, not to listen, watch, feel 
the sensations of honesty. It moves in the wind, she says. 
Some people bundle themselves against it, in wools and satins 
and leather strappings, they build houses in order to close 
their windows, they raise castles » — his finger drew a castle, 
in the air, « and even forts in defiance! Some think they can 
hide and shoot at honesty, blast it away, as if it were stupid 
army in the open that could be popped off at a signal. » 
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«So she lives gowned in the wind? » 
«Close to it,» murmured de Lesseins. 


«She lives each day as if it were her last on earth, as if | 


the honesty of each act were to be judged at nightfall. » 
«I would say at daybreak,» de Lesseins interrupted. 
De Guise hardly noticed him, clasping his hands to sup- | 
port his eloquence. iR 
« Think of it! She will not change a syllable to secure her 
political position. You can see it in the way she accepted this yi 
preposterous exile. It was her friends who protested so rigor- 
ously the Crown’s decision, not Ninon. She has been an angel 
of resignation. An angel! To Boisrobert she wrote that the 
Superior was so kind and intelligent she thought she would 
begin to love her own sex! And when one remembers how _ 
cruel her own sex has been to her! All for being honest.» | 
« And beautiful,» put in de Lesseins. | 
«Ninon makes them seem identical. One looks at court — 
at women scrambling for social honors like a troupe of 
acrobats who have not properly learned their tricks, tripping 


each other when they should be joining hands, and then at | 


Ninon, dear God! What a relief to enter the door of her 
yellow salon and see the world of hypocrisy shrivel at her 
smile, to see the reflections of a fresh, amusing world in her 
spirited eyes, dark as mountain caverns! Oh such blackness! 
One must believe, then, that in the depths of blackness light 
is born. And to witness the grace of her shape as she seats 
herself on a delicate chair and picks up her Venetian lute! 


The whiteness of her hands — » 


« And throat,» sighed de Lesseins. 

« Ah, the whiteness! Her fingers plucking at the strings 
seem, against the polished orange wood, to be snow doves 
flying in a sunset sky, something apart from her, while her 
voice, her vibrant soul, surrounds one, and brings to the senses 
the inner melodies of living. Everything, everything else, one | 
thinks, must be absurd, awkward, must be love unrealized. | 
Oh, if the world knew how delightful it could be, if it would : 
let itself! » i 

«An original approach, certainly.» I was not convinced. 
I thought of the clashing bigotries I had known. What could | 
a lute and a song do to them? | 
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Our slow-toned companion let his eyelids droop, half- 


raised them with his speaking. 

« Truth always seems original. » 

I glanced at him, then back to de Guise, still in his 
transport. ; 

«She is a complete woman, I tell you she is complete. 
Nothing is lacking. A man’s whole education on the possibili- 


| ties of her sex could be learned at her slender feet. Her aspect, 


so tender, so touching, so open! The nobleness with which 
she possesses her own self, not others! Not a sting of arro- 
gance, not a strain of envy! And her joyous wit, the elasticity 
of her conversation! Ah! » He shook his curls, remembering, 
and sniffed as if inhaling her perfume. « Sometimes one can- 
not follow her words in the enchantment of watching her lips 
move. I would give half the horses in my stable to hear her 
_whisper at this moment Will you have a glass of wine? What 
a woman, what a sweet, complete woman! » 

Why were men in love so boring? I shifted impatiently 
Was not every woman complete, whatever she was? Surely I 
was complete, more than complete when one counted the 
problems with which I had wrestled, the intrigues I had won. 
Tallemant was right, this man was a fool. I turned to the 
outer landscape. Rain was beginning to splash the carriage 
windows, threads of rain fastened the gray clouds to the earth. 
What about the honesty of the fields now, I thought, was it 
not smeared, was it not being equalized as mud? No, curiously, 
the green strip of fields shone, brilliant and eerie, beneath 
the dusky clouds. It maintained its quiescent strength, its 
color, no matter how low the storm leaned to engulf it. The 
brutish gray would pass, the fields, rather than beaten, would 
be refreshed. Was this characteristic of honesty? Was it rein- 
forced by the storms against it, not by withstanding but by 
absorbing them? 

My two escorts had pitched into the inevitable discussion 
of how many lovers Ninon had enjoyed, or suffered, as the 
case may have been, and who they were. Since she was present- 
ly in her thirties, had been launched on her tender career 
during her early blossoming, at the age of fourteen or fifteen, 
this, too, being a hotly disputed point, and since, it was said, 
she had put the arc of active love at three months, her trail 
was crowded with landmarks. How about Cardinal Richelieu? 
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Had he, in his last years, bent back to pluck one more rose 
in life, had the eagle of a passing era paused, for love of a 
young linnet’s song, before lifting heavy wings for his final 
flight, had he, to be explicit, sought and won the favors ofa 
sixteen-year old Mademoiselle de Lenclos? De Lesseins believ- 
ed he had, de Guise protested that the young Ninon never 
would have accepted the embraces of a creaky old man. Ah, 
de Lesseins insisted, he paid thousands! Thousands! And could 
a girl resist her curiosity to see what the Prime Minister’s 
bedchamber would be like? It was some other brown-haired 
girl, de Guise flared. Then came other names, Louis de Bour- 
bon, Duc d’Enghien, the Marquis de Sévigné, the Marquis de 
Vassé, the Duc de Navailles, and on and on, a long list of tip- 
toeing courtiers. I could see the perpetual climbing in and 
out of her lacy bed. My friends seemed to have such exact 
information on each lover I decided the lady had hung a 
sign on her door saying Marquis de Thus-and-so is sleeping 
here tonight. 

I let them talk, I listened and commented as my mood 
took me, although my mind roved more on myself than on 
the kissing fortunes of this Frenchwoman. De Guise’s use of 
the word complete irritated me. Neither gentleman had infer- 
red, by phrase or gesture, that I was not a complete woman, 
but I felt instinctively that they thought otherwise; in fact, 
I felt they hardly considered me a woman, that they were 
talking to me as a kind of man. Usually this pleased me, but 
this time it did not. There was no compliment in it, no added 
respect that I could conquer the masculine domain, while they 
were forgetfully aflame with compliments for Ninon. Now I 
am one who does not feed, or tries not to, on praise, so what 
annoyed me? Was it that there was such adulation of her mind, 
a following type of mind really, it sounded to me, practiced 
only in the art of pleasing? How could she have developed 
her mind, anyway, lying in the arms of all those men? 

Well, she had been a blushless non-bride at fourteen, 
| while I, at that age, had been reading, studying to be a Queen, 
attending meetings of the State Council, meeting dignitaries. 
Every hour of my day had been scheduled and supervised. 
During the night my bedchamber had been the cold and 
lonely home of my thoughts and ambitions. Love had not 
entered there, nor had I issued any invitation to it. I was too 
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busy with important affairs. Important affairs and love, I had 
counseled myself in my big royal bed, were not sympathetic 
partners. 

Then, in a corner of my memory, like a child sitting, 
hushed, on a stool, with head bowed, I came upon a little 
love. Why was it still there, why had it not gone away? My 
love is so strong that it can be overcome only by death. Was 
I fourteen when I wrote that to my cousin, to the brown- 
haired youth who had captured my dream? My love. It had 
been my love, and it would be overcome by my death, not his, 
as I had imagined. Perhaps love not only had to be given, 
it had to be accepted by someone else in order to grow, to 
change from this waiting child into the god it was reputed 
to be. Oh why could it not be a lark to sing on command in 
one’s heart, to fly upwards joyously, to fall, when it died, 
into the leafage of some forgotten forest, why could it not 
vanish in some unremembered grave? Why must it live, for- 
ever a child, long after its object had walked from view, 
when I did not want it? 

No, I shut my mind to these reflections. Experience was 
what counted, and I had been grazed too often by the cool 
claws of experience not to know how the world acted. I knew. 
Love needs beauty to exist, and beauty is the one thing God 
has withheld from me. When I was young there were times 
when it had troubled me that my face was not lovely and 
my figure rather deformed, but I had learned that my mind 
more than compensated for any so-called physical defects. It 
was not essential to have beauty to be complete. What about 
learning and wisdom? I had had as complete an education as - 
could be had for man or woman. I would challenge any 
woman in the world to equal it. What is more, I always had 
pursued Truth, I had finished every enterprise in which I 
had engaged. I had not faltered, I had not flinched. Of course 
I was complete! Why should I care what they said about 
Ninon? She might be beautiful, charming, but that was not 
everything. This was a lot of chatting nonsense, a fluffy 
philosophy, about Ninon being the complete woman. 

« Why is Ninon like a man? » 

Was it the rock of the carriage that jarred an astonishment 
onto the faces of my companions? Their eyes were shadowed 
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in the dulled light, but de Lesseins’ laugh, like an echo of the 
grumbling storm outside, threw his reaction before me. 

«My God! No one is less so! » 

«But you said — » 

De Guise’s piquant voice cut me off. 

«Oh, bother, bother, bother! She lives in a way that is 
like an honest man. Isn’t that provocative? Isn’t that in- 
destructibly magnificent? Everyone knows it is not a woman’s 
nature to be honest, yet she, like a bird of paradise — » 

«She is and she is not, then.» I let out a shriek of 
delight and kicked my heels against the seat’s baseboard at 
the comedy of his confusion. «A mock bird of paradise, I 
should say. Femininity feathered in man’s honesty! Oh! » 

De Lesseins joined in my hilarity, while de Guise ner- 
vously twitched the edge of his coat. All this rare conversation, 
I thought, all this solemn trumpeting about honesty, just 
another sing-song tune! I careened on in my humor. 

« And what happens in the convent when she trails these 
paradisical feathers across its stone floors? Is she permitted 
to wear this masculine ornamentation, is there space within 
the four walls of her cell to parade and turn such brilliance? 
Are the Sisters, those little black doves, set to watch her, to 
measure her steps and her words, or must they avert their 
eyes and ears? Must they flee her or must they forgive her? » 

«It’s not Ninon they need to watch. She, probably, is 
glad for the tranquility for reading and contemplation. We 
have told you she is a philosopher. » De Lesseins’ seriousness 
showed through. He liked this woman. « It is her friends who 
could not bear her exile. They had nothing to do in the even- 
ing, without Ninon. They made such a fuss that Ninon had 
to be moved from Paris. » 

« Why? What could they do? » 

«Do? They prowled the neighborhood of the convent 
just to breathe the philosophical air she breathed, they tried 
to see which window might be hers, they brought coils of 
rope, and, one night, the fools, swung them up onto the walls. 
The night might have blanketed them in darkness, but it was 
no confiner of sounds. Every misplaced footstep and every 
hissed whisper sizzled in the air, and the nuns, of course, 
heard them, from behind the shutters. They thought it might 
be robbers, even a new revolution, and they sounded an alarm 
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for help. It does not seem to have occurred to them unti later 
that the treasure that was sought was their beautiful prisoner. » 

« And when they discovered that? » 

« Ninon was moved. Not that night, but after complaints 
to the magistrate that her imprisonment in the Madelonnettes 
was not, in their view, successful, that it was too difficult 
to save her soul among these devilish bombardments — » 

« And such handsome devils, » flashed de Guise. » 

« That, in fact, the convent was in danger, and their 
avowed purpose of proving the security of a sacred life to 
wayward girls. Here were girls who had been rescued, they 
were told, from the wiles of men, and here came men who 
wanted to rescue them, or one of them, from the wiles of a 
convent. It was an impossible explanation to make to a simple 
nature. » 

« What kind of a fort was found for your lady? » 

« Distance, it was decided, was the best way to dampen 
ardor. Ninon was removed to the convent at Lagny, on the 
left bank of the Marne river, several hours ride from Paris. 
A cavalier who reveled in the secrets of the night, particularly 
with a little wine to help him, might not be so avid for those 
secrets, it was thought, if he had a rough journey to shake him 
into soberness. And, they hoped, the look of romance in a 
sleepy town in plain morning light might discourage the acute 
sense of romance her friends seemed to have. » 

« Did it? Did they let her go? » 

« Let her go? » 

«In peace, I mean. » 

« My God! How could Ninon be in peace without a man? 
And it is not only the romance she takes with her, it is her 
mind one misses. There has been a compromise, I understand. 
Ninon is allowed visitors for docile conversations. I have not 
been there myself. » 

«I shall go there,» de Guise announced, « as soon as the 
court calendar is less crowded. » 

« Oh, the rain! The clouds come in on us! » 

I pointed to the water leaking through the sides of the 
carriage door. The talk turned quickly to that, then to other 
topics, while the rain, incessant at the windows, padded along 
with us all the way to Senlis. There I was greeted by the 
usual notables, lodged in the manor house at St. Vincent’s 
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Abbey, and offered a surprisingly splendid meal. The story 
of Ninon, I believed, was finished for me. 

The pause was not for long. By the next afternoon, a 
glorious wind-swept day relieved of rain, I was on way south 
again, aiming towards Melun, to visit that great protector of 
arts and letters, Superintendent Fouquet. I had a late start, 
having overstayed at the estate of Monsieur du Plessis, near 
Senlis, where I lingered too long in my examination of their 
rich apartments and graceful gardens, and in conversing with 
the neighboring nobility who had bedecked themselves to 
meet me. It was one of those obligations I could not cut 
short. Also, there were farewells to be said to the Duc de 
Guise, who was returning from there to Compiègne, and, al- 
together, the day bore on in a more gradual manner than 
could be wished. When the hour finally came to step into my 
carriage, it was obvious that we could not reach Melun until 
long after darkness. Madame du Plessis, however, hastened to 
assure me that it was not necessary to continue the whole 
night in the carriage, that a courier had been sent to Fouquet 
to announce my arrival delayed until the morrow, while some 
of Monsieur du Plessis’ most capable officers were preceding 
me to order the pleasantry of an accommodation at a charm- 
ing town along the way, Lagny. 

So I found myself going to Lagny, to Ninon’s town of 
exile, and I found myself smiling inconsequently as I rolled 
along. Why not pursue my curiosity and see with my own 
eyes this complete woman, this courtesan who inspired such 
poetic rampages? It would be an amusement for an unarran- 
ged evening, and a good tale to tell Azzolino. I wondered 
which side he would have taken in the Ninon controversy. 
Of all the subjects we had torn to pieces and put together 
again in our conversing and writing, we had omitted or cir- 
cumvented, love. It might have been a fog-encircled island, un- 
seen along the current of our friendship. 

It was not difficult, at Lagny, to have my call upon the 
lady arranged by du Plessis’ astonished officers, while Mon- 
sieur de Lesseins satisfied himself about my lodgings. The 
whole town flurried in excitement at my stop, and news of 
my arrival reached the convent even before the officers pre- 
sented themselves at the door with my compliments to the 
Superior and to Mademoiselle de Lenclos. The convent would 
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congratulate itself on receiving a visit from Her Swedish 
Majesty, Her Most Serene Majesty, said the Superior. Ah, but 
it is for Mademoiselle de Lenclos, faltered the officers. Yes, 
Mademoiselle shall be told, Mademoiselle will present herself 
immediately, Mademoiselle will come, see, this Sister goes 
now to tell her. And the convent doors swung open. 

I do not know what I anticipated, a divinity or a demon, 
a classically profiled Greek beauty, a buxom summer-blown 
siren to sing away a man’s soul, or a common artful court 
beauty to whom a soul was no more than a fish on a plate 
and not half so tasty. Whatever I pictured, it fell away in 
the reality of seeing her, Ninon, alive and in her own flesh. 
We met in a small reception room into which a nun had 
ushered me and then retired with calm politeness. It was 
bare of furniture except for a plain wooden table and two 
skeletal chairs, pervaded by the damp smell of freshly scrub- 
bed stone flooring, the light from the one narrow window 
so dim as to let the. candle burning before the porcelain Ma- 
donna on the wall seem an energetic spokesman for radiance. 
When the object of my curisoity walked in, however, the 
room lost its barren feeling, although I could not figure out 
why, since she appeared a somberly gowned woman, neither 
particularly prepossessing nor particularly beautiful. Her 
curtsy was one of perfect propriety. 

« Your Majesty! What a delight to meet you after these 
years of thinking about you! You have been a legend to us, 
you know. » 

Her low voice rippled in ease. When she straightened 
and approached me, I saw that she was of rather less than aver- 
age height, but still taller than I. Deep brown hair, polished as 
wet autumn leaves, fell naturally onto the collar of her black 
dress. Her face, white-skinned and somewhat plumper than 

oval, wore a speculating expression. There was a sense of her 
having collected moods as others collect books for a library, 
and of not having decided which one to select. I seated myself 
on one of the chairs and waved her to the other, deciding to 
dispense with formality. 

« I have come because of your legend, Mademoiselle. » 

As she obeyed my invitation and placed herself upon 
the chair, her eyes, almost hidden by the droop of her lids, 
toured my person and my disposition. They were not the 
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eyes of a simple woman, more of an ancient cat, an Egyptian 
idol who crept across Time on the prayers of others. Large 
and watchful, black as moonlit onyx at a distance, they 
shifted, when crossed by light, to a brownish kind of green. 
Flecked by an inner sharpness, an inquisitiveness, they moved 
in constant appraisal of moons and men and mundane messag- 
ing. And how mobile her lips were! They are not as disciplin- 
ed as she thinks, I considered, for I could follow every sen- 
sation she had by their restlessness. Her nose seemed nonde- 
script, lacking the majestic arch of mine, almost as straight 
as those I have seen on some Egyptian busts, but with its 
severity lessened by the delicacy of her skin and the French 
quirk to her mouth. There, indeed, was the national line, that 
pursed bit of decision, that little satire of a rose, that avidity 
to taste life, to suck, or suckle, love for its own sake. Whether 
or not its tint was painted on could not be detected, any more 
than her age could be detected, close as I was to her. Although 
she must have been well into the shade of her thirties, perhaps, 
even, a hazardous step or two the other side, for who really 
knew her birth year, her cheeks and brow were as free of 
irritating lines as a girl of twenty. Her hair was without a 
single trail of gray, and, in the alacrity of her gestures, her 
youthful shape pushed against the modesty of her gown. Was 
she a variety of vampire to drain youth from other women 
as she devoured their men? It was an annoying thought. Did 
the slight lift of her shoulders as I spoke mean she found 
the room chilled, or that she admitted, and humored, her 
own legend? Her tone, in answering, continued its easy reso- 
nance. 

« You flatter me, Madame, that any talk about me would 
go beyond my own friends. But you have come from the court 
at Compiégne! There must be a poverty of conversation there 
to include me. Was that good lady the Maréchale de Gramont 
in attendance? » 

Good lady! A woman who used religion as an iron club! 

«The Maréchale impresses me as a woman who, if the 
Devil appeared, would leap right at him and chew him, 
horns and all. » 

« Particularly if the Devil is a woman, Your Majesty. » 

Yes, I thought suddenly, the Devil being a woman would 
explain a lot of things. I would have to think further of that, 
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later. Now I had too much curiosity about the person before 
me. 

«I find her passion for religion misplaced. Of course, 
you do, too, Mademoiselle. » 

«It is not religion that excites the Maréchale and her 
friends. It is love. » 

« Love! » 

Her Egyptian eyes sparkled. « She is like Les Précieuses. 
Those women insist love is a matter of the mind, that the 
nobility of something they call the spirit has no need of the 
body to express it. Everything is the mind, the rare, rare 
music of the mind, as if it were a violin to be played without 
a human hand. And they would dispense with anyone who 
sees otherwise. They are the Jansenists of love. » 

I stiffened. This was very close to my own viewpoint. 

«If the Maréchale were not so ugly she might not be 
jealous of you. Some women miss love because of their un- 
fortunate appearance, while their hearts are burning. » 

The moment I said this I regretted it. Ninon might think 
I was speaking of myself, of my own ugliness, and I had no 
wish to tell her I did not want love. But she laughed outright, 
giving her head a slight toss in her amusement. 

« Why? They are lazy. Love is an opera of the senses. 
Sight is only one of the singers, and, in acting, the one most 
easily disguised. Do blind men not love? Yes, and more men 
are blind than believe it. They only need the scent of the 
lily to know where the lily is. And the touch. » 

She smoothed her woolen skirt, and the way the palm 
of her hand pressed against her thigh the skirt seemed not to 
be there to her touch. rather, she seemed unconsciously to be 
tracing some memory. Can the skin remember? I stared at 
her, while she continued happily. 

« Are they not stupid to deny the honesty of the flesh? 
Oh, these women, with their indigestible metaphysical fancies, 
their chimera of love as a castrated cat that must be regulated 
even in its purring! To them, honest love is a dragon, and 
they announce the mind as the Saint George to slay it. What 
is this love of God they talk about? Why did He give us a 
body if not to discover it in every way? Surely they use God 
as an excuse for their own rigid wishes. » 

I felt an antagonism rise. After all, I had given up a 
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kingdom for Truth, which is how I found God, and this 
whippet was yelping around as if God and the mind, or, to 
be explicit, God in the mind, on which I based my life and 
my death, was no more than a bitter berry on a wayside bush. 
I snapped my opinion. 

« The flesh is honest when the mind is honest. It is its 
servant. » 

« You cannot think so! » 

« How else can it be? The body sublime? The body im- 
mortal? Never! » 

« Take, for instance, the kiss. The greatest poets have 
immortalized the import of its taste. There the mind follows 
the body and tries to catch its sublimity. » 

« The kiss! » I was contemptuous. «It has degenerated. 
The ancient Rabbis decreed kisses were for three purposes: 


for greeting, farewell, and respect. The Romans had three, as 


well, of their own: friendship, love, and passion. But those 
were symbols, when a symbol was needed. Look at what a kiss 
is. It is a muscular motion of the lips. One pretends one is going 
to suck something, then lets go with a swizzing kind of noise. 
A coachman does the same thing when he click-clicks to his 
horses to move along. Why should it be sublime because two 
persons click-click at the same time, leaning against each 
other? » 

She had no right to smile. « There is a proverb, Your 
Majesty. ‘I cannot bear kissing,’ said the maiden, ‘when I am 
not taking part in it.’ » 

I changed the subject, getting up from my chair, striding 
up and down the room as I talked. Ninon rose, too, and 
stood, quietly listening, occasionally answering with the poise 
of a preposterous child. A strong ten years older than I, I kept 
thinking of her as the younger. Surely no one of her age 
could believe seriously in love and kisses! And as my tongue 
prattled on about Paris, about Scarron and his young wife, 
close friends of hers, and other literary personages and their 
literature, I began to suspect that I had come to call on 
this woman for a kind of reassurance, that I had assumed she 
would laugh at youthful dreams of love, call love, perhaps, 
the juggler’s golden ball whose gilt rubs off in play. Then, if 
love were just a jest of nature, I would not be missing anything. 

Early that morning I had been at my window when the 
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_ sun had come blazing through the soiled clouds, and I had 
found myself musing that love must be like this. But I had 
awakened sharply, remembering how love always was like 
this, like that, like a lion or a faun, a pink-skinned cherub, a 
jewel, a rose, a wind through the heart, like a thousand 
things, and I realized that love itself did not exist. It was a 
mirage, a shimmering beckoning figure one ran to join with 
the expectancy — of what? — of passionate completion, of 
warmth in a cold universe, of forgetfulness in a niggardly 
world, and, reaching out one’s arms, straining to be enfolded 
in a sweet fire, one found oneself embracing the shadow of a 
tree. No, love did not exist except as a moving word, an 
amusingly veiled idea, therefore it could not be missed by 
anyone with real wit. How could Ninon be, or pretend to be, 
so fooled? 

In protecting the nervousness of my inner feelings I talk- 
ed on and on, impelled onto a dissertation on the blessings 
of learning and the kingship of the mind, insisting we all 
would be a pack of wolves prowling a wasteland, kisses or no 
kisses, if we had not been rescued and put in order, confusing 
as the order seemed, by the demands of our minds. I ended 
by mentioning Gaultier’s illustration for Pierre Charron’s 
De la Sagesse where the Triumph of Wisdom depits Wisdom 
on a pedestal to which are chained Passion, Opinion, Super- 
stition and Science. 

«And the first to be subdued is passion.» I sounded as 
trimphant as if I were the one on the pedestal. 

« Ah, wisdom.» She nodded. «But why must passion 
have chains to be wise? What is wisdom for one is not for 
another. It would be easier if it were single. » 

I stopped my pacing and looked at her, beginning to wish 
I could shake her into saying what she really thought. 

« For God’s sake, how can you say that! » 

«I suppose I began to see it as a child. My parents were 
very different. » 

« Your parents? » My tone urged her on. 

« My mother was an extremely pious woman, while my 
father was a libertine. After my mother had instructed me in 
my prayers, my father would teach me to play the lute, and 
take me with him among his clever friends so that I learned 
to talk and laugh easily at the very things I had just recited 
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to my mother. When my mother set me to reading the Traité 
de l'amour de Dieu, my father slid Montaigne's Essays into 
my hands, and when my mother solemnly warned me I should 
consecrate my days to preparing for the hereafter since exis- 
tence on earth was short, my father let me understand that 
this brevity of life constituted the strongest stimulus not to 
lose a single instant of happiness, not stopping to count the 
problematical blessings beyond the grave. My mother schooled 
me for the hereafter with lessons in theology, my father readi- 
ed me for living with lessons in Spanish and Italian, in music, 
and dancing the saraband. My mother wished me to hide 
myself in every way, covering my shoulders with a kerchief 
and my hair with a net, while my father induced me to the 
‘opposite, saying it was doing an injury to the Creator not to 
give value to the charms he had heaped upon me. 

«I tried to please both my parents. I even went through 
a highly religious period when I sought and tried to underst- 
and the great abstraction called God, but He eluded me. He 
was vague and out of reach, somewhere behind my mother’s 
unsmiling face. My father, on the contrary, smiled constantly, 
especially when out of sight of my mother, and he delighted 
in the joy and vivacity to which I naturally am inclined. And, 
of course, as I found later, he did not depend on my mother 
for love, but maintained his affections elsewhere. 

«It was in the Church itself, however, that I made my 
final choice. I was taken several times to the Church of the 
Minimes in the Place Royal. This was a favorite rendezvous 
for the beautiful women of Paris, and when I saw them sweep- 
ing in, wearing gorgeous silken gowns, followed by numerous 
admirers, whispering to one another during the divine offices, 
sending billets doux that twirled like butterflies among the 
columns, I was enchanted. Nor did God, I noticed, protest. 
Not one tomb rumbled, not one stone angel changed its sweet 
smile, no priest interrupted his incantations. The church was 
more colorful for having them. The cheeks of these charmers 
were rouged and smooth where my mother’s was furrowed, 
they were gay, while my mother would not leave her sterness. 
My mother, I decided, could have been beautiful if she had 
wished, and I decided to cast my lot with theirs, to be happy. 
Romance, I saw, is in the world as we put it there. 

«To secure me, my mother arranged a marriage with a 
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young viscount, How little my mother knew men! Saint- 
Etienne very soon had me practicing kisses and initiated me 
into the so-called privacies of love, and then, away he went, 
taking his promise of marriage with him. » 

The light outside was sinking, the room folding into sha- 
dows. Ninon’s face, hardly outlined, seemed gray and sepul- 
chral, her expression hidden. 

« What did your mother do? » 

« Wept and preached to me. And I after the first slap of 
the circumstance, I did not regret any thing. I realized what 
had been taught no other way, that the rules and obligations 
of love for men and women must be equal. » 

« Everything between men and women should be equal. » 

« Yes, but men do not see it yet, although my friend Saint- 
Evremond admits there is no one more discreet, more capable 
of secrecy than I, and tells me I have borrowed the merit of 
men. Borrowed! As if women had not invented secrets! » 

Yes, I thought, most of my life consists of secrets. If I had 
been a man this might not-have been so. Well, I was as close 
to being a man as a woman could be, in my career, at least. 
Curiously, Ninon’s low-belled tones answered me. 

« How I yearned, at first, to be a man. Men think as they 
please, love as they please, act as they please. Why not a 
woman? I knew my head was as good as Saint-Etienne’s, and 
better, but I found the world had not the disposition to see it 
or let me use it. He could, after our affair, marry whom he 
chose, he was as free as he ever had been. Not I. Yet I felt that I 
had the spirit of a man enclosed in my womanly body, Cer- 
tainly my spirit was more akin to my father than to my mother, 
and I decided that, regardless of my mother’s notions, which 
brought peace to her but not to me, I would live out my 
life like a man. » 

I squinted through the dark. Was she ridiculing me? 

« You don’t look anything like a man, Mademoiselle, nor 
do you behave like one. » 

She moved, murmured about the lack of light, and with 
my permission, stepped to the table and lit some candles. The 
light flashed yellow streaks into her cat-like eyes, her skin 
glowed, her mouth showed, now, not so much delicacy as a 
firmness I had not noticed before. 
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: «Why should I look like a man, or try to? My sex is 
_ —’feminine, and I enjoy it as it is.» | 
A « Enjoy it? » 

x ‘ * «Of course. It is my spirit in which I feel a masculinity, 
a strength and directness, that is, that I have found in men, but 
not in any woman I have known.» She paused. « Except in 
you, Your Majesty. » 

} Suddenly I was pacing again, disclosing my own desire 
È ‘to be a man, more, passionate than hers, my childhood when I 
195 was educated, by the order of my father, as a prince, not as 
| a princess, and my loneliness on the throne. When I ceased, 
she sighed compassionately. 

« What a pity you had no Cardinal! » 

My heart pounded. What did she know about Azzolino 
and me? We were not lovers, although we saw each other 
every day in Rome. The Pope had had his worries about us, 
F and Azzolino had written a letter to His Holiness to assert 
¢ . . = 
x our relationship was replete with respect. Then there was that 
i other Cardinal, Colonna, who had powdered his hair and 
i, serenaded me beneath my window. Oh, I knew plenty of 
Cardinals! And the poems they had written to me! Azzolino’s 
| were the best, praising my knowledge, my charm, without a 


A word of love. No, we were not lovers, no matter what the 
4 gossip was. I would let her know that. 

| « What do you mean? » 

«Anne of Austria solved her problem pleasantly with 
4 Mazarin. » 


* «If you intend the rumour of his being her lover, I do 
‘4 not believe it. » 

« They are married. » 

« Impossible! » 

« A friend has seen the papers. » 

« But, a Cardinal... » 

« He is not a priest. His is purely a political position in 
the Church. » 

«In Rome it is not allowed. » 

«In France the State supercedes the Church. I don’t see 
why they couldn’t be lovers without the marriage, as long as 
they intend to be secretive, but they evidently wished it. » 

I spoke, as if to myself. « They wished to be joined in 
God’s sight. » 
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« Yes, that might be it. The Queen has a deep sense of 
religion. » 

At the impact of this idea, I seated myself again on the 
straight chair. A queen and a cardinal married! Anne of 
Austria and Mazarin in love, and I had not been aware of 
it! I hardly heard Ninon’s next words. 

«Speaking of God, I had to discover him in my own 
way. » 

When I did not answer, she continued. 

« For years I studied men, then, surprisingly, in discover- 
ing their natures, I found I was discovering God. Not through 
the men posing as saints. Worldly individuals, I mean. I think 
they are both better and worse than they are depicted. Some 
men really put flesh onto God. Don’t you agree? » 

I was not interested in God at that moment. 

« How, or why, do you think a man falls into love with 
a woman? » 

She pursed her lips at my abrupt shift, lifting her hands 
in a flying gesture, reminding me of de Guise’s naming them 
snow doves. 

« Why, indeed! For a thousand different reasons, or for 
no reason at all. Men naturally love women. A man may 
choose one above others because he likes the color of her 
hair, the shape of her body, the sound of her voice, even the 
jokes she makes. Who knows? It depends on what he wants 
and needs. » 

« But if you had to choose one reason as the most impor- 
tant. Is it beauty? » 

« Beauty? » She shook her head. « For some, but that is 
not the key for all. Many men prefer ugly women, or women 
who are not beautiful by fashionable standards. » 

« Because of the brilliance of their minds? » 

Again she shook her head. 

«I believe a man loves most easily the woman who makes 
him love himself. Don’t you? » 

I? It was better to speak of something else. 

« When do you think a woman is too old for love? » 

At this Ninon had a sly look of jubilance. 

« When I had an affair with a certain marquis that lasted 
for three years, Parisians said that I had grown so old I had 
to be faithful. After I left him, however, and resumed my life 
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in my own residence, my former friends returned, new ones _ 
accumulated, and soon I had as many friends as I ever had, if 
not more. Women never are too old for love. Age can be a 
persuasion, not a barrier. I promise you, when I am eighty, 
I shall have a man at my feet. » 

I rose. Age obviously had no accounting for her. Perhaps 
it was love that kept her young. 

«I hope you will not have to wait here until you are 
eighty, Mademoiselle. I shall write to the King asking him 
to release you. » 

She let her hands fall casually to her sides. Their inertness, 
and that of her dark-clothed body, became a frame for a 
piquancy I still could not pin down. Watching her, it is true, 
she grew into a kind of beauty, a vibrancy definitely her - 
own. As I spoke, she ornamented herself in a diamond mood. 

« The fame of your generosity has not been exaggerated, 
Your Majesty. If you do write, please add that I do not 
complain. The Sisters are kind, I am well cared for, I read, 
and I believe, with Montaigne, that we are never in ourselves 
but beyond, living in our fears and desires and expectations 
for the future. I have no fears here. » 

«I will write. » 

She flourished with compliments for me, and her leave- 
taking curtsy was as correct as the one she had made on enter- 
ing. As she left, her round chin raised, her eyes luminous, her 
hands holding her skirt as if it were of parchment, she walked, 
ready to be crowned with laurels. 

Outside the convent in the cool September evening, I 
wrinkled my brow at the stars, wondering why I felt so light. 
Although in two months I would be thirty, I felt the friskiness 
of my fifteenth year. The world, France, Lagny, was a festival 
exploding with stars, it was a park spouting the fountain of 
youth, I was playing a bright game, rolling a wheel into 
Heaven, a Heaven fragrant with autumn and all its fruits. I 
could kiss every — ah, now I knew what had happened. The 
armor of my ugliness had melted. I no longer wore it. | 

There was my carriage waiting, there stood, beside it, 
Monsieur du Lesseins. He was watching me, his brown eyebrows - 
drawn together, a polite smile on his good-natured face. 

«Did it go well? » 
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AWAKE AT NIGHT 


Dusk. The night is starched with the dog-star 
and the grackles skirr in the raisin-vines di 
beside the roadstrip where the patched-out tar, E] 
churned to sludge by the treads of a thousand Y 
heavy trucks and cars, slamming south and north 


all day across the dunes, still glistens, wet | 


and black. 
The heat holds. 

Outside on the porch 
where the heat drove us, where we sleep and eat 
at any time of day, untidily, 
too hot to care, I hunch in bed, watching 
the tortured breathing of my sleeping wife. 

The whole bed burns, and in the porchlight spin 

a thousand wings that beat and beat the lodestar 
bulb, then shrivel down. Flung across the stoop, 

the cat lies sprawled like some discarded doll — 
our own. Even the roses we planted 

with such hope are dead, all scorched in the drought, 


this cheap resort on the blue of Buzzard’s Bay 
seems some suburb on the Styx. 

Slowly now 
from siestas the last late swimmers stroll 
for their evening dip, then retreat, too dazed 
to trudge the long half-mile or so to where 
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the tepid surf curls a ruff of sluggish white 
about the rising bars. 
The tide is low. 
The dead evening deepens. 
Later perhaps 
the lovers will come, intimate and sad 
with useless knowledge, drawn together here 
by some defiance or affinity 
to watch the August show of dying stars 
plunging in flame ten million years away 
across the midnight sky. 
Lovers are brave, 
I think. Turned flabbier and middle-aged, 
their bodies perish of their bravery, 
love that feeds upon itself. 
; Am I brave? 
We both prefer the lovers to the stars 
these days. 
A small breeze breaks the air. 
And now 
up the Bay I see, a stab of bright red, 
its graceless girders strung with warning lights, 
the raised span of the railway bridge at Bourne, 
where once it seemed to me I left New England 
for another land. 
Thirty years ago 
to my excited schoolboy summer eyes 
this land was fabulous: an air somehow 
bluer, gentler, it seemed, than other air, 
a land of almost legendary light, 
so drenched with sun and freedom in my mind 
I used to think that one might meet a god 
out walking here more easily than men. 
Here my myths began. Wherever I turned, 
the fabulous landfall stretched away, wild 
with change. On every side, acre on acre, 
the lovely wasteland ran — beach-plum and scrub, 
bayberry and pine — down to the lovelier waste 
of the blue sea. 


The land was mine. 
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Here 

I built my childish bastions in the sand 
and learned the fall of Troy. Mycenae crumbled 
in ruin when I was six, a hero 
with a shovel, toiling with necessity 
in sand. 

Then, eight summers later, 
at Wellfleet, by Aunt Mary's Pond, I saw — 
the kid Actaeon, I, perched in a swag 
of firs at dawn — chaste Artemis undress, 
run down for her morning dip, dive and splash, 
for all the world like a girl with nothing on. 
Turned to a stag, I stood and stared. That day 
I learned the nature of the beast. 

And once, 
off Chatham Bay where the rich men summer, 
one morning when the waves were spanking high 
against the jetty and the blue sea ran 
beneath a cloudless sky off toward Nantucket 
and the Sound, I saw the playboys in their boats, 
the sloops and ketches bellying with wind, 
put out to sea, sociable and gay, 
as though the sea were kind and life were good 
and the Cup Race in Mattapoisett Bay 
all that mattered in the world. Frivolous, 
but right. And I applaud bravado now: 
they went an odyssey; the sea was rough; 
the cup for which they raced was death; we sail 
alone. < 

Twenty years of suburbs intervene, 
years of rancor, years of failure and fatigue, 
before, at forty-five, I came again 
to the same shore and found my tall tales dead. 
The August night wears on. 

And here we are, 

back home at last, Penelope and I. 
Dead to the world, like a sweaty ghost, 
beneath the single sheet with me she lies. 
Her hair is on my mouth; her small arm sweats, 
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and neither one can move, and neither tries. 
Sleep on, poor tired dear. 


I am not jealous 
if you perhaps of some Adonis dream, 
a morning cool with venery and leaves = 
where the great oaks pleach a shade, and the world, 
reborn with Spring, runs up a spinnaker 
of green. Of jeopardy the small birds cry. 
The hunters beat the brush where the great boar | 
crashes on through the bestiary wood. y 
Fulfill yourself, old love. 
Adonis dies, 
and who is loyal in his dreams? 
So I, 
disloyal too, have had my Circes once, 
still do, but still keep faith with what I am 
and love and you, remembering how once 
when I was twenty-one, with my own eyes, 
I saw near Truro where the Cape hooks back 
toward Boston, the dawn-sea swirl and split, 
the dunes go wild with doves, and the fresh wind 
spank the waves as the great rose burst and blew 
of the primal goddess, rising. 
Such a vision 

no man forgets. 

O goddess, of your grace 
and love, preserve me. 


I am loyal yet. 
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Sweeten the moody world, Milesian waters, 
_ Sparkle on Ur, on Lagash where it lies; 
_ Drenching in dew the fertile crescent, scatter 
The rosegold rumps, old deadweight of the skies. 
Flow to the squatting mother, nipples rigid, 
Pupils of milkglass from the idiot sun, 
Nursing her private Nile — over the turgid 
Cats of the sand let freshets bubble and run 
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Rafting the first man ever to stand upright, 

Ever through aqueous humor view the world, 

Even its pyramids! — who (dared their true height) 
Eyed the wide shadow on dominions hurled, y 
Bestriding his own: huffed gilas when he spoke À 
Ruptured like puffballs in irascible smoke. 4 


pe Mil 
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AFFAIR AT THE FORK 


The gods leaned forward at his bursting forth 
Thick-booted out of Corinth, hating the business, 
Hellbent for anywhere else. Rampaging north 
(His face an icon of dust from the dim isthmus) 
He clashed with foreigners where ruts contorted, 
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Anacostia « en for He. king « cr son! » 
High in the cart, an apparition snorted 
And ground the hub on his leg — the sensitive one. 


| Damnation! Blind with pain, his temples pealing, may 
_ He wrestled the gauntface down, brow dazing brow, Tea 
Rolled savage among slaves, till passion cooling 

| Crooned for him tunes of decent headway now. AT 

À The gods sank back enchanted: flattering bell! FR 
4 When had the fractious planet run so well? 


TROBAR CLUS 


Assisi: gin and bitters 
Crown the Umbrian slope. 
i Glassed, a black cadaver 
Sang our whitest hope? A 


At Trasimene: the final Sal 
Sky lit salmon-clean. 2 
But rites of murderous Carthage 
Dark on Trasimene? at 


Moons of black Perugia: *. 
Why their bony eye | 
Poking where this couple 
6 Choke the insensate cry? 


Why the tumid headlight e 
Harsh on Gubbio’s rune? 4 
Loup-garou and tabby too _ 114 
Wail to a false moon. 


Assisi: ask the wizard 
What he’s muttering of. 
Plead with jubilant Francis, 
Burning-glass of love. 
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At Portofino once 

How aquiline the crag! 

How the tarblue water 

Far below steepled and rang. 


Stretched on a myrrh of needles 
Under the vertigo pine — 

Her eyes vague and sailing: 
Oceany eyes. And mine 


Saw truer than my heart saw. 
Disenchanting eye 

That knew in desperate weather 
Waterway from sky 


And told the toe: Stumble! 
The cliff lurched to show 
My headlong face the water 
Panicky, way below. 


A hand flung out; fingers 
Scrabble at scaly pine 

Sly to slip — old fingers 
More weather-wise than mine. 


Crazily I recover. 

Hearts hug laughing then, 
Eye and eye cry yes to 
Sagas of drowned men. 


we 
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JAMES WRIGHT 


DISTURBED SUMMER (AFTER THE GREEK) 


Far from their element of toughening ice, 

The cat-tails lean 

Slack in the warming stream. 

Heavy with flesh too soon, the apples plump 

The forks of boughs. — 

1 Between two grass blades, honey bees will drowse 

Y Longing to die all day. 

| Where will the happy sunlight find us all, 
Who seemed so fully alive, 
Molded for summer out of summer’s hands? 

| Scattered down here for life, 

4 We long for life to go. 

For the lithe cat-tail has no joy, 

The apples fall too soon, 

Bees drone and dirge, 

And I, looking for snow, 

Muse my pitiless vision, 

A gift that Aphrodite gave: 

Love shocks my heart. 


| TO THE MUSE IN THE WINE 


| Now I am changed. 
| My plump and sober man 
Is buried and dead. 
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The room is bare, 

The others gone. 

And warm beneath the moon, 
Or swaddled rich in bed, 
They dance, they lie together. 
And I, alone, 

Sit here where I began, 
Waiting for you. 

The rest are dead. 

The room is bare, 

The moon hangs cold 

Outside and cannot cry 

The human or the animal alas. 
Come out, come out before I die, 
Or I grow old. 

Rise from the glass. 


THE GHOST 


I cannot live nor die. 

Shades neither rise nor fall, 
Chuckle aloud, nor weep. 
Struck beyond time and change, 
Gray hand and withering thigh, 
Tears, and the slackening call 
Of cold throats out of range, . 

I fade like broken hope. 


What good may mourning do? 
The sigh, the soft lament, 
The poised turning away 

To name one faded name? 

I will not name it now. 

The day, the heart lie spent. 
I find, now that I came, 

Love, that I cannot say. 
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The wind builds hock and tongue 
Up from the sinewy ground. 

But how may the blind air tell 
A gnat from a lark? Alone, 
Weighed by the laboring sound 
Of wind on muscle and hair, 
Frail as a thistle, and bare, 

I close the gate of hell. 


Neat, shallow, hell is here, 
Here, where I speak to lips 
At one with stone and me, 
Living and dead at one, 
Love’s cry, the shock of fear, 
Shadow of rain that drips — 
Hell, a mirage of stone, 

The hands that cannot see; 


Ears stricken blind, and eyes 
That cannot speak nor sing; 
Arms that can hardly breathe 
Above the ground or below. 
Lumbering from hell, I gaze 
Down at the earth so long, 

I need no farther go 

Beyond the withering wreath. 


Love need no farther go 

Than back to the earth, to die. 
One can no farther seek 

For love than underfoot. 

The first star rises slow 

And brambles lash my eye, 
And lichens trip my foot, 

And still I cannot speak. 


I will stand here till dawn. 
I will not grovel and pray. 
Dark bells may summon you 
Out of your dream to cry. 
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Then I will tread your lawn 
Softly at break of day, 


To see your day go by 
And see you stare me through. 


TO AN OLD TREE IN SPRING 


Too dry for any bloom but death, 
Too old to care for tangling shade 

Of lover and lover underneath 

The long bough and the wrinkled leaf 
You let the sparrows seek relief, 

The slow bee laze along your head. 


Loving your legendary age, 

I came to see you lifted proud, 

Image of time and heritage, 

Body in humus rooted deep, 

Guard of the birds, and half asleep, 
Leaning on heaven like a god. 


So who will ever name my shock, 
After I came to pray, revere, 

Grovel among the vines, and knock 
My brow, and wallow to your past? 
For the great sins emerge at last, 
The body’s vengeance everywhere 


Cries out like birds, cries out on air, 
And suddenly over your horny thighs, 
Rich in your withered hands and hair, 
New sensual blossoms break and breathe. 
Shedding the withered leaves of death, 
You soak up honey in your veins. 


Now, now, old tree, indecent, foul, 
I must alert my ears to bear 
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Your wind's inevitable howl, 

Your body’s breaking out to bloom, 
Shucking the old gasps of the dumb, 
Luring the hornets out of air. 


Immense and gross the living stay. 

On the grove’s edge the living cry 
And cry, the birds leap out of the day. 
And you, blooming before my eyes, 
Labor to bear the startled sky. 
Miracle behind my back, you rise. 


UBI SUNT QUI ANTE NOS FUERUNT 


Too bad (the trees mock and the grasses mock) 
For fragile girls, lovelier than queen and slave. 


Your shadow mourns your shadow where you walk. 


My shadow loves you, though your walk be grave. 


The bare trees cast no coolness where you go. 

The small feet press no darkness into the grass. 
I know your length of days, and mourn I know. 
All hues beneath the ground are bare grayness. 


When I was young, I might have called your name, 
Gestured my warning, how the flesh will fall, 
Tree shadow and blade shadow fade the same 

As dark hair and deep twilight turning pale. 


Now old, I love you slowly, out of sound. 
Lightly alive, you cannot hear the trees. 
You cannot feel the grass above the ground 
Longing to mold your shadow’s quick caress. 


Heavy for you, I hear the futile speech 

Of air in trees, of shadows in your hair. 

Quick to go by me now, beyond my reach, 

You pause. With darkness deepening everywhere, 
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#4 I leave the mockery of my knowledge now 
(The dead lie, shadowless in Orcus, now) 
ae: To say your name, to love your while your live: 


4 Shadow of shadow, frail and fugitive. 


BR: N 
# IMITATION OF HORACE | 
| | 
4 il 
Elf child, you come too late for summer now. | 
E Behind you, wrinkling berries stain your gown. | 
ma Far from your ears the swallows rise and go, I 
Darting more slowly now. Where barns are down, T | 


% I saw three withered women limp across 

e This very simple field, before you came. | 

One of them wept, and one was weaving moss, | 

And one was softly singing out your name. È 
Ì 
| 
Ì 
| 


And all were envious of those eyes you have 

That gaze on summer though the season tire; 

And all were doubtful any man could save | 
SR Out of the gathering snow your smoldered hair. 


I did not mock them. I believed their truth. 
$ They have smitten down my loves from time long gone. 
A They cannot bear the blind and deaf of youth, 
And so they stare, with empty èyes of stone, 


Across this autumn simply colored ground | 
Where all the hues of one dead season rise, | 
Where, listening now, you hear the vanished sound, ; 
And gaze on vanished birds with open eyes. È 


Ñ Look in my eyes and let your eyelids close. 
2 Lean to my whisper, seek for nothing more. 
Those women trip in drifts of woven moss. 
$ Above our heads the boughs begin to roar. 
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gee cannot cry. 
Elf child, you sing too late, and winter's come. 
Even the lovely and the charmed must die 


= For long, for long. Whatever ae Ihave ~— 

| Falls to the light things huddling through the grass: 
You and the birds, who cower away from love. 
Shivering, you cannot cry alas, alas. 
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The Yugoslavians were leaving the train. This was the 


time for the showdown. I had been living on bosom-train- | 


companions’ bunty of left-overs, salami or hot kebabs bought 
on what looked like match-sticks, white bread, and water from 
station faucets stored in empty wine-bottles and warm from 
the sun. I was loaded with travellers’ checks, but not one 
cent of change. Guess what! I went into a Peter Lorre-elegant, 
wine-carpeted, shabby, garlic-scented diner and ordered a huge 
dinner. I thought: « Now they will change my money, but I will 
not take dinars. » Sniffing with selfrighteous mischief, I resem- 
bled a pig. I hoarded, wallowed, shovelled, and packed, my 
- mouth shiny with olive-oil. I thought: « This is the Tauern Ex- 
press. How excellent! » Sophie, my bosom train companion, 
was doubtful of the outcome, but game. Also she could speak 
good Greek, and mine came from Greek Made Easy by George 
Divry which is a good book, but you can imagine, even if I 
ought to have known Greek when I was two years old because ‘ 
my father came from the Pelopponeseus. After the Turkish 
coffee, I made the announcement. I pointed to the check book 
and then held out my two hands, smiled and shrugged. Big fuss. 
Waiters’ voices flapped in Greek. They did not press. They left 
me as if to say, « It is now up to your conscience. » They even 
laughed as if it were a big joke on the train. The dining room 
became communal. A bunch of Greek businessmen heading 
for Salonika and Athens joined the fray. Various compromises 
involving greenbacks or drachmes were offered. Sophie held 
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my check in the air and told my life history in Greek like I 
had told it to her in English. It was a magnificent auction. 
We walked up and down the aisle, applauded by the grinning 
waiters, waiting for offers. 

« Because her father is Greek! » The business man sipping 
cognac stuck up a fat forefinger. « Bravo! » shouted another. 
My father told me that good Greeks should never say Bravo. 
They should say Evya because that is good pure Greek, but I 
did not correct. The two businessmen split my meal in two 
and each paid for half. And that is Greek hubris, for you. 
I shouted: « Efharisto. » and they loved it. 

The Tauern Express was nearing destination. « You will 


see that Greece is much better than this! Greece is modern. — 


Greece is clean! » Red hills gave way to grey rocks. Yugoslavia 
is a stinking dump. They claim Russia is at the place Yugosla- 
via was before Tito split from Stalin. But I doubt it. They 
write about James Dean, Francoise Sagan and rock-’n-roll 
in their newspapers, but they never heard of Black Lamb and 
Grey Falcon and the country is full of the stench of dust, 
sweating trains, poverty and oxen. The roads, main ones, are 
dirt with muddy ruts in them. The soil is red. The old people 
are withered. Farmers wear upturned shoes. The Turkish 
influence. The place looks like Georgia, but instead of having 
nigger shacks with tin rooves, they have stone and cracking 
stucco with rotten terra-cotta rooves, and the hens and goats 
are bedded and kept right near the door if not in the houses 
with the people. At every station is a village faucet. Also every 
station has a loudspeaker which blares music. Guess what was 
playing at the last station in Yugoslavia? Jeanette MacDonald 
shrieking maniacally: «San Francisco, Open Your Golden 
Gate!» At the first station in Greece it was moonlight and 
the mountains were silvery and wild, and the air was light. 
People hung out the windows jumping for joy that Yugoslavia 
was done with and that Greece was extant. For the first time I 
heard the tinkle of the donkeys’ bells. The station was painted 
bright white, and the loudspeaker crescendoed « One o’clock, 
two o’clock, three o’clock rock. Rock Rock Rock! » Everybody 
screamed with laughter and said: «Didn’t I say this was 
better? » 

How did the Greeks ever get suckered by the Jews into 
Christianity? That is what I can’t understand. But Jesus gets 
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a lot more credit than he deserves. Neither the Greeks nor the 
Italians for the French nor the Spanish, nor any of the Me- 
diterranean countries gives a damn for Jesus, and they care 
less about His word. He is only good as a victim. Their goddess 
Mary has kept the idea of the goddess alive for 3,000 years, 
and they still have choice in their saints, and this is what is 
important. There is no messing with the ethics of the religion. 
I read no books. But I saw the Parthenon from the train 
window at eleven the next morning, not a matter for wonder 
at all. I must have seen it before. It shines like the bleached 


. bones of the ancients. All the Greek ruins are in present time. 


This as opposed the Roman ruins which seem like gigantic 
wrecks of monumental ages past, simply because they are 
plastered over by the more monumental creations of the Re- | 
naissance which gives you all the effects of heaving tribulations 
of heaving centuries. In Greece it’s the same sun, the same 
breath of wind, and the same temples, a little denuded by 
various cartings-off. Oh, but it’s easy. You look and you know 
and you have no wonder. 

The first thing I ran into in Greece was a stock-holders’ 
meeting. The reason was the French language, the fact that it 
was Sunday, and the fact that I could not find Daddy anywhere. 
I went to the office building where he would have been any 
weekday, and he was not there. I had my pack on my back. 
Nobody could understand me, and a crowd gathered around 
the cigarette kiosk where I was trying to explain my life 
history once again. The word « francais » was shouted. I said 
«Oui,» and a girl of twelve or thirteen led me to the top 
of the building in an elevator. There was a sound of loud 
shouting behind a closed door. A man knocked, and waved 
me to enter. I entered, Fifteen prosperous, but obviously 
stunned people looked up. The leader was a woman with red 
hair and speckled arms, chic and commanding with grey 
gloved hands which held a typewritten report. I felt like say- 
ing: « Orson is in town. I have just come from Paxinou and 
I’ve got it, Confidential Report, that Redgrave is strictly for 
the Caryatids. We’ve got to move fast.» But they were wait- 
ing, and they were not amused, just goringly curious. This 
inspired me. My French was magnificent. So was my story. 
But the woman had only telephone books to offer. The build- 
ing was closed, she said. Glittering like a diamond, I offered 
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| my most grandiloquent thanks and went out to the anteroom 
to peruse the telephone books with no success. 

In Athens the people mill on the streets. You have to 
elbow your way through. Traffic problems concern pedestrians 
solely, though the Mayor of Athens is now suing Parliament 
because they are digging up the Syntagma without his per- 
mission. The sidewalks are made of cheap lime-stone and each 
square is worn down like a basin. Nobody stays on his side. 
of the sidewalk. Boys flirt by singing Che Sera Sera, Arrive- 
derci Roma, or French songs, not knowing what nationality > 
you are, but just because you are a foreign thing you are a 
bigger attraction. All taxis are Ford cars, and the back 
windows are shaded by home-made lace. You hardly see any 1 
European cars except a Renault or two and maybe a Volks- 
wagon. No British tourists much. All German and American. 
The ancients are everydayed in Greece. The stockholders’ meet- 
ing convinced me of the saying it takes a Greek to beat a 
Jew, and I think that applied to the ancients too. No, it didn’t. 
I found Daddy the next day. We walked around in back of 
the Olympian Zeus near the new stadium right off the highway 
and there is a dry brook under some pines and rhododendrons. 
I say that this is where Socrates and that young man walked 
at the beginning of one of the dialogues. Maybe they walked 
up from Piraeus, but it was just like this. I expected to meet . 
him. You always make appointments to meet at the Olympian 
Zeus. All Greece is mountains and islands, barren, unpopulated 
except by goats. The only notion of intervening centuries are 
a few Byzantine monasteries which are plunked like bird 
droppings here and there. Thus you are in no confusion. You 
are in present time whether you want to define it the land 
of the ancients or the land of Onassis. Once I was invited 
to dinner. I entered the dark labyrinth of the family’s house 
from the blasting midday sun. A dark pleasure was imminent. 
To sit down to a meal of meat soaked in olive oil, fasoles, 
which are beans, tomatoes and lettuce in a cool salad, great 
gobs of white bread washed down with cold Greek beer. 
« Would you like to wash your feet and your hand? » I was 
asked. Maybe I blushed. But I remembered it from another 
century. I looked down and my shoes were powdered with 
the dust of limestone, and it came to me that this was the 
custom of Jesus Christ and of the ancients before him. So I 
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only said that I would wash my feet and my hands if this _ 
| were the custom, for customs are practice, aren’t they? You 
have to have your shoes polished once a day. Daddy knows 
a favorite urchin in Syntagma who charges one drachma. 
Greeks are hypocritically proud. If you go to their house they 
treat you like a queen. They offer to you better than they 
have themselves, and if they do not, they feel ashamed. This 
is hubris. They preached moderation. In this they are not 
moderate. When they say « No » they are benign. They lift 
their eyebrows and their foreheads and their eyes to heaven 
until you can see only the whites of their eyes. If you do 
not understand, they cluck at the same time. Or they sing: 
« Ochi.» For how many years did I pound on the table to 
Daddy, not understanding, complaining: « Why don’t you 
answer my question! Why don’t you ever answer?» Their 
« yes » which is « Nai» is a motion of head down. This is the 
way the ancients voted. 

I went to Cape Sounion which is the lowest point in the 
Attica section of Greece. Here Aegeus saw the black sails which 
Theseus forgot to turn to white and in grief he plunged into 
Poseidon. There is a temple to Poseidon built on the cape 
at cliff’s edge scouring the Mediterranean all around. It was 
built three hundred years before Athene became so powerful 
that she took over in Athens to the extent of having the 
Parthenon built for her. You go along a winding mountain 
road, hairpin turns with the sea below, and you come up to 
the temple to Poseidon. I arrived in a Ford car with some 
Greek things to whom I could not speak much. It was late 
in the afternoon and cool and all silent except for the luffing 
of Poseidon’s tongue below. I believe he was always a very 
greedy god, with a sly calm on him. It was beautiful, and I 
sat there till the sun went down below the islands, leaving 
a few winking fishing-boats. The air is so mild that it is 
like a human breath. All was purple now. You could see the 
outline of the island below. Of course the gods were all around. 
There was no doubt about that. I sat in old marble dust with 
my back on the flutings of the column, drumming my fingers, 
my breath fastened on the familiar breath coming up from 
the sea. It was one of those «make» moments. As I say, 
certainly the gods were there, at least Poseidon was; it was 
simply no use not recognizing him. Anyone else (I don’t care 
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who) would have agreed with me, but the question was 


_ whether they would have put aside the time and the will not 


~~ MA 


to recognize him, to recognize him. I did make him, by 


| recognizing him. I was not at all impressed by his power, 


but I was impressed by his longevity. I was also impressed by 
his slyness and calmness, and by his absolute imperturbability 
to any disasters that made mortals like Aegeus die in him. 


. It seemed crazy that he should be so matter-of-fact. But he 


was. It is not an attractive trait. I suppose that there were 
many times when he was not too lazy to go into a storm 
and thus swallow people up that way, but in Aegeus’ case, it 
seems to me he sniggered a bit at the freakish mortal mistake 
that gave Aegeus’ body to him as a gift for which he himself 
did not have to do a speck of work. I wrote a poem about 
them, but you have to pronounce Aegeus as Eegefs, and Po- 
seidon as Poseedon. 


The temple stands at Sounion 
Looking down at Poseidon. 


The mouth yet gawped 
The blackened hole that yawped Aegeus’ old weather- 
ed head and leathered tears. 


He was crying, 


And Poseidon called him. 


He was straying, 


And Poseidon quelled him. 


He was making cluffed shrieks. 

His arms were maniac below the temple. 
He paid no heed. 

He was denying of white 

Believing in black 

Doubting of moon 

Worshipping of grief, 

And Poseidon drowned him. 
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golden Greeks as shining. It is gold all right, but it is not 


like sun-riven grass, like figs faintly bleached and ripe. There 


| DAPHNE A 


Mouth to mouth they kissed. 
Aegeus’ streaming mouth, 
Theseus’ name yet « My boy » uncalled, 
Stopped by the kiss of Poseidon. 


Poseidon has only the breath of waters 
And the passion of waters is death. 

« My boy! » uncalled 

« My boy! » unbreathed. 

« My boy! » unbleated, 

Pressed dead by the passion of Poseidon. 


And does Poseidon laugh at that mistake 
Does he laugh in his temple ribs? 
Does he suck at the shore? 
Does he lick at the isle? 
Does he rub round the sombre earth roots? 
Does he tremble with sniggers? 
Does he blink in the night 

with his eyes shining all moon-wise? 
Does he sigh with his passion 

lie with his breath, 
Or is he fretful with death? 


At Cape Sounion 
The temple alone 
Is the witness of God Poseidon. 


It is natural they had gods. You can feel the gods’ breaths — 
on the mountains and from the sea. Mountains are islands. 
They have their backs, and behind their backs are the forces. 
But the forces are familiar. The breath is familiar. 

The Greeks now are the same-looking as the ancients. 
You have heard of golden Greeks. I had always thought of 


LA 
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shining. The color of these people is like rocks and sand, 


is no such thing as a shining glistening Greek. No Greek ever 
shone gold. It was the living proof of their mortality. Only 
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GREECE BY PREJUDICE 
_ the sun shone. The sun shines so wildly here that people 
must not shine or they would be immortal. Greeks are the 
| effects of the sun. They are toasted. At first what I would 
| say is that I prefer the look of one that stands apart from 
his surroundings. The outline is clear. The colors are different. 
- You have an identity. The Greek is not like that. He is more 
illusive. He is a blend. The figure is there, but the colors 
are the olive and the rock and the sand. Purity cannot be a 
consideration. One could live and one could die and the color 
| would go on forever. The Greeks are spawned as the dragons’ i 
teeth. They are natural and exist all the time, from ancient | 
to now through future. The true Greeks are brown with either 
blue or brown eyes. The eyes do not shine either. They are 
vacant for awhile. Do you remember you said my eyes looked 
like vacant sea-shells? The eyes exist to be looked into. When 
looked into it seems that they are far away, but the more 
you look, the more you are dissolved into that eye. Those 
Greek eyes are takers, not givers. They put around you, 
embrace, and finally you are inundated as if you had gone 
swimming. 

On the way to Delphi Daddy told the conductress (Greek) 
of the American Express Tour, that she was a Jew. I cringed. 
She was very offended and when he offered her a bunch of 
poppies from the road on Mt. Parnassos, she turned to me 
and told me « Your father is not right on all things.» My - 
father talks in metaphors, and that makes things strong. What 
he meant was that she had drunk the Christian sop and 
performed the Christian superstitions (not knowing they were 
good and pagan) until belike she had betrayed the gods and 
philosophers both. I am laughing like a hyena at this minute, 
but I'll never forget her proud, brown, benign protest. 

Daddy and I went to Poros. It is an island past Aegina 
and right near the Pelopponeseus. On the boat we met a 
teacher who knew Lili Tang when she had been in New 
Haven, but she got off at Aegina. That is where Samuel 
Gridley Howe first sent Bibles in English to the Greeks, and 
then decided on wheat because it was more practical. Poros 
was glistening white boxes scattered like bee-hives on a hill. 
There were fishing boats at the waterfront and the Greek navy 
is stationed there. We went in a rowboat with an insectuous 
outboard motor to the Pelopponeseus where they told us was 
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a great lemon and olive grove. We walked up a dirt road. 
A lady laden with two baskets of mousmoulia passed us. These 
are fruits like plums with banana flavoring and they have 
huge pits. She said « Kali emera » and gave us some. Daddy 
tried to give her lepta, but she would not take it. Up and up 
we walked. The road turned into a narrow track punctuated 
by the hooves of donkeys. Far away through the trees a donkey 
tinkled. We ate the mousmoulia and our hands were sticky. 
It grew hot. Flies buzzed through the silver leaves. One ass 
laughed at us as we passed. We smelled lemon and bay-leaf 
and hot grass. We passed a man sleeping his lunch hour on 
| the ground he was tilling. The track rose and curved through 
terraces shaded by the lemons’ and olives’ arms. An old man 
passed and spoke good morning and how beautiful it was! 
Signs pointed Kentrikon (Center) with an arrow up the 
mountain. How could the Center be going upward? We rose 
on the mountain. We passed a ten-year-old shepherd whose 
lambs tinkled like a symphony. The trees were in everlasting 
groves, quiet as forever. On the trees were tacked: Beware 
of Leading the Bad Life, Because You will be Doomed to Hell: 
By the Order of St. Demetrios. A brook rushed down from 
the top of the mountain. We stooped to wash off the stickiness 
of the mousmoulias and we drank, and it was cold. We smelled 
the heat through the leaves. At last we heard invisible voices 
and we knew we were at the Center. It was a farmhouse inn 
laid in on the side of the mountain covered with trees. It’s 
side swung over staring at the Mediterranean far below, over- 
looking Lion Island and Poros. Below were the dark green 
of high-standing cypress trees. The terrace roof was straw mats 
swinging gently in the breeze. The sea was brilliant blue. 
We sat down at a table with white cloth and they brought 
us a meal of steak and beer and the gods blew their breaths 
upon us. The inn was run by a family of eight brothers and 
sisters, and they had joined the mountain streams above and 
1 made electricity with a motor, and they kept rabbits, flowers, 
igoats and chickens, each of which they introduced me to, 
and they showed us their ancient grinding mill which all the 
farmers on this mountain used during the German occupation. 
It was made of wood, and Daddy said it was the exact same 
thing the ancients used. They also had a natural refrigerator, 
which was a wet limestone cave in the mountain where they 
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_ kept our beer and water cold. Everything was brilliant with 
the sun or dark with the shadows of shaking leaves, and all 
_ was hot with that familiar breath that always is in Greece, 
and which you know is the gods. 

In Athens in any store you can buy Rice Krispies, Pepso- 
dent, or Kotex. 

The Olympian Zeus is eloquent. I know you have seen it 
| on post-cards. It is surrounded by a nice chicken-wire fence. 
At the entrance the Emperor Hadrian erected a heap of crap 
which is called Hadrian’s Gate. This is made of inferior red 
stone, concocted with arches and putrid little columns heaped 
upon bigger ones and stuck together in a most surprising 
way. The weather of ages has worn it down until now it 
looks like an old leather pocket turned inside out. In contrast 
the columns of Olympian Zeus sparkle. One of them lies on 
the ground in fluted discs. It looks slightly surprised, and like 
a noble thing downed. It was struck by lightning a few years 
ago. 

I wish you had come with me to the Eleusinian mysteries. 
Eleusis is about a half an hour’s bus ride from Athens going 
toward Corinth. Along the road much industry is growing up 
along the bay. A lot of cement factories, a big brewing com- 
pany, and oil refineries. But Eleusis is the only religious place 
I have seen in the world, and I have now seen Delphi and 
Rome. The Greeks would not listen to Paul when he first 
spoke on the Acropolis. Christianity crept in at Corinth. Jesus 
never did catch on, really, in the Mediterranean. Mary had the 
edge all the way. At Eleusis you see Mary is strictly from 
Demetra. Death as a marriage to Pluto is much more interest- 
ing than death as a moral martyr, and Persephone is not all 
the way a victim either, since she had a somewhat good time 
in Hell. (Only the people above suffered winter.) Persephone 
is everybody and also a seed. Nobody has to strain their moral 
pretensions to identify with her. She was not dying for the 
world. This is the unpalatable thing about Christ. Through 
the church it has become a mealy-mouthed arrogance. Also 
Resurrection, Christ’s way, is artificial since he died in fleshly 
pain. Pain was the Jew’s forte. That also makes the appeal 
of Christianity. The result of Persephone’s marriage is winter 
and spring, but Persephone didn’t much know it. That makes 
her more attractive than Christ who died for a purpose too 
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unrealistic to die for. The time came and went for a really 


anti-Christ movement. It is already post-Christ. At Eleusis 


there is the temple to Demetra, the well where she appeared 
to the children as an old hag, a theater the stage of which 
is the hollow siding of a mountain, a kind of cave through 
which there is an aperture. This is where the mysteries were 
performed. Priestesses and people walked all the way from 
Athens in the spring and in the fall, and they sacrificed goats 
and other animals, washing them and themselves first for 
purification, and then they sat down and saw the re-enact- 
ment of this truth. I went in the cave and came up myself 
through Persephone’s hole. I can imagine that Summer came 
that day. 

I looked to more at Delphi. Oh it was more, much more. 
Delphi, the Vatican for Apollo. I didn’t know what I wanted 


to find out, but what I wanted to do was to examine the pit - 


where that Pythia let the smoke up. I imagined her as a sort 
of Edith Sitwell. Oh! Now I understand why! I think of 
Pythias sitting in wells with their heads lifted toward the 
surface of the earth which will be an aperture, a hole, a mouth 
in the earth, and these Pythias have their mouths wide open 
and smoke comes out of their mouths. Now I know that is 
not the truth. Edith Sitwell, I believe, came to be what she is 
from imagining the same thing of Pythias, as Sittings in Wells, 
and thus she modelled herself on a Pythia and has become the 
only modern one in existence. Delphi... don’t believe what they 
say of it... is the most unreligious place I have ever seen. I 
think it began with drunken priests in a frenzy of propheticism, 
but it is a social economic affair. I am prejudiced. Delphi was 
the richest city of them all, and its riches were made from 
the offerings of the pilgrims, and half the buildings there are 
warehouses to keep the gold and silver offerings. Even the 
great Pythia was an underling in the heirarchy. Surely there 
were those, the keepers of the place, that knew she was neither 
mysterious nor true. Only clever. It is a far-away place, slung 
on a concave of mountains. It was a put-up job. It must have 
been a good advertising job that they made it the navel of the 
world. It hovers with clouds. You can hear the tinkling of 
donkey bells. The River Pleistos is dry. A few olive trees hang 
over the round temple to Athene below. But it, O sad Fate, 
is in past time. The inlet of the Gulf of Corinth shines blue 
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_ far away below. And the whole holy city ascends on terraces 


of one temple, another temple, a third, and a fourth, different 
century’s tributes to Apollo until you rise to a perfect Greek 
theater (This is where the priests first spoke, and later it 
turned to real theater). Above, highest of all, is the flat and 
perfect stadium, one of whose walls was gouged out by a land- 
fall from the mountain above. We wandered hot and thirsty 
past the daily newspaper which was enormous octagonal stones 
engraved with Greek news in letters the size of pin-heads, and 
shining green lizards scuttled into the rough gorse. I liked 
it, but I hated it. It was these people who killed Socrates. It 
is abject, tantamount mystery, piled upon mystery, organized 
by little men until the heap of temples, the gold and silver, 
the shining theater, the high sleek stadium, the keepers, the 
priests and the Pythias have become a greater individual than 
the individuals that made them, and all the worshippers have 
become slaves to the institution. Here animals had to be sa- 
crificed. But by now, gone far from the days of Demetra and 
Persephone, it was butchery en masse. Here was not the wild 
primeval belief that happened two and three centuries before 
at Eleusis. And it was not even Apollo’s home town. He strode 
out of an island far off, and looked at that lonely place and 
chose it. That is almighty vanity. Nothing grew out of here. 
It was put here. They lugged the marble from far-away. And 
pilgrims walked mighty miles, dirt-ragged and foot-poor, a 
hundred miles from Athens along the lonely mountains, where 
the American Express bus had taken us. And they had only 
scarlet poppy-mouths blowing wild kisses in the sun for con- 
solation. 

At the entrance to Delphi are the Castalian springs. They 
were Athene’s. People washed their sacrifices in them. The 
water is pure mountain. Our guide-lady was a harsh replica 


of an ancient goddess, only she had lipstick on. She had a 11 


perfect Grecian, clothespin nose. She taught like a school- 
teacher. She taught us how to tell the difference between Greek 
wrecks and Roman wrecks. Also with us was an American, a 
joker. His name was Paul. He called Daddy «Pan,» drank 
Ouzo, until he was in a fine, genteel drunk, had a fake wooden 
leg under his seersucker trousers, had just come out of Jordan 
and Israel where he claimed he had almost been bumped off 
by Hussein’s bullets. He was impressed by the commercialism 
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of Christian ruins in the Holy Land, and all the way on the © 


bus, and walking through Apollo’s temples at Delphi he kept | 


making deals with Daddy. They would erect a bunch of fake | 
ruins at different places in Greece, create an organization, and 
then hire the Greek pappas to run them with candles and 
incense and stuff like that, giving them a small cut of the 


| gross take from tourists. Daddy said: « You can’t fool them 


that easy. Greek pappas are good thieves and cheats in their 
own right, and they won’t take anything off you. » The Greek 
goddess snapped her fingers and explained about the Castalian 
springs. Oh were we hot and thirsty! We made to drink. She 
drank first. She dipped her hands delicately. So did Paul. 
Then Daddy said: «I drink like a Greek! » And he lay flat 
down on the ground, ducking his face in, and scooped up the 
water noisily in his mouth. The challenge was on. I did the 
same. The goddess was not to be out-done. «I too drink like 
a Greek, » she proclaimed, and down on the ground she went 
on all fours. Only Paul who was not Greek was left. Yet Paul 
too followed Pan. And when he stood up again, with his face 
dripping with water he unmasked himself as a Catholic Priest 
from Salt Lake City. 

The Hebrew offering to the world is law. They begin 


Thou Shalt Not. They limit freedom of choice. They insist on 


all the gods as one. Their insistence is Fear Thy God. The 
Greeks or Romans were never deluded by the concept of 
justice. They were akin to their saints. And they were familiar. 
Only the Northerners insisted that morality could amalgamate 
with Christianity. For this they had the Protestant Reform- 
ation. The true enemies of paganism of Christianity were the 
philosophers and rationalists, and they died with the Romans, 
the barbarians. 

Do you suppose there will always be pilgrims, like the 


| suckers who went to Delphi? They passed Mt. Parnassos. They 


passed Thebes and the rich-growing valley around Thebes. 
But Thebes was destroyed long ago, and now that dumpty 
plateau town with the two gas-stations is called Thiva. All this 
territory you feel was the doom of the city-states. Thieves 
against thieves, City against City, jealousy against jealousy. 
Delphi fought two holy wars against cities who tried to steal 
her wealth. But the gulch remains in the mountains past 
Thebes where Oedipus slew his unknown father. I thought of 
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| wars, and of how Theodosius in the name of Christianity _ 

lugged off gold and silver and monuments and statues from 
Delphi bringing her to her knees. I thought how wars were 

bad, how, discounting the people that are killed, wars are still 

bad, because it also kills what people make, and leaves a desert ui 
generation not knowing what they could make because they 

have forgot what their father made. People always live even 

if their fathers have become stories. You know one thing in 
Greece, that every story was true, that Oedipus was as real as | 
Daniel Boone and so was Theseus and so was Minos and so A 
was Aegeus... the kings of towns. I never knew it before. But 

it is true, because I looked at it, and I know. 


A MYTH 


There was once a man who came to this country and 
announced himself the heir of certain defunct gods. This was 
a joke. The joke was greatly appreciated by the people, and 
immediately he began to make a great profit in his business, 
which was the selling of olives. 

But there was something strange in the stories of the 
gods. Not one person had ever heard of the gods, not even 
of the Great Goat, from whom he claimed he was destended 
through twenty-one generations of females. Yet as they listen- 
ed to him, there was a queer stirring in each of their hearts. 
This was nothing less than a memory of the gods. 

Yet they had never heard of the gods! 

They knew it was an illusion. The illusion was irresist- 
able. To have memory of lies was the greatest and the most 
inconceivable thing they had ever experienced. 

The man was young and blonde and tan and slim as 
a pond weed. He always ended up his with a cocky, naive 
smile. The people could not help but be enfolded in his charm, 
and as a kind of revenge for this enslavement they treated him 
with stupendous beneficence, buying his olives for far too 
much money, far more than he ever asked for them. They 
teased him for not asking a high enough price. They mocked 
him gently: 
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« Why did you not come over on a cattle boat like other 
foreigners? Why did you land on the end of this peninsula 


and then walk ten miles instead of coming straight into the 


harbor? Why did you come in this little skiff? How did you 
ever keep afloat in the middle of the ocean? What did you 
do in a storm? What are you going to live on when you sell 
the whole boatload of olives? Did you not ever think of that? » 

Though everyone could see that he was miffed at such 
teasing and such patronage, he never answered in terms of the 
gods. For this was his own joke with them, and it was as if 
he should not take it in vain. 

His fame began to spread before him. People knew that 
he was coming even before he arrived at the next town. His 
frame began to fill out so that he was more like a sturdy 
swamp rush now instead of a weed of the ponds. He did not 
begin his joke now in his sly, boyish way of old. He began to _ 
make pronouncements. He began to talk of his Father, the 
Great Goat. There was no smile on his face. A great fiery 
light surrounded him. The joke was full-fledged, hard, mag- 
nificent. He hurled it at them with great force. It was more 
like a missile than a great gift. And when it exploded inside 
them, the memory of the Great Goat and the other gods, 
when they knew full well that they had never heard of such 
things, they were filled with great bewilderment. It was almost 
impossible for them to summon up the lash of laughter that 
was necessary to meet his huge smile. The joke was so tremen- 
dous that people began to suspect that it was not a joke at all. 

Now each story by the famed young man was ended with 
a short silence. Then the laughter began. It was a thunderous, 
reverberating laughter, different from that of old. It hallow- 
ed the story, but at the same time it fought it. For no one 
could say that these people could not take a joke upon them- 
selves. Nonetheless, the louder the laughter became, the more 
perplexing and disturbing was the memory that the story 
evoked, and the more assurance the people had to assume 
to pretend to convince themselves that the stories had always 
been and were even now lies. 

It fell thus that a great responsibility was put upon the 
young man to assure the people that his stories were indeed 
only jokes. Otherwise they would not accept them. He did this. 
by virtue of the grand smile that he flashed upon them after 
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each story. It was flourishing, handsome, reassuring smile 


which told them: « You do not need to be afraid. Look at me. 
Who am I? Only a strange foreign man. I have told you a tale 
which is of no account. How could it be of any account... for 
do you not see me as I am? I am only a vendor of olives. » 

The people’s benignity gave way to an uneasy awe. As the 
days passed the load of olives grew smaller and smaller and 
the pronouncements about the strange gods grew grander and 
more fiery. 

At last one day the man no longer issued the reassuring 
smile of fire which was the signal to them of the joke. He 
stood no longer as slender as the strong swamp rush, but now 
he was sturdy, tall, and towering as the trunk of an oak tree. 

The people were at last truly afraid. But knowing his 
reputation as the greatest humorist that had ever hit their 
land it was forced upon them to put forth a semblance of 
laughter. They opened their mouths and a horrible volcano 
of laughter erupted from them, crossing two mountains, over- 
flowing and tumbling from the chasms of their throats, No- 
thing like this had ever been known before. 

Suddenly, out of the crests of laughter, an old man spoke. 
His voice was scratchy and whined like a vapor from the lava 
of the volcano. 

«Is it a joke? » 

People did not know whether this was idiocy or daring. 
But they turned as one toward the towering young man, as if 
for an answer. 

But he did not speak. 

Only the curlecue, like a flame of smile, flickered at his 
lips, naive and wistful and reminiscent of the first time he 
had ever told of the Great Goat, when he had just arrived 
in this land with his skiff-load of olives. 

The people became very quiet. Suspicion and bewilder- 
ment overpowered them. For they were afraid. 

A crooked smile came on the old man’s face. The old man 
grew presumptuous. He stumbled up to the front of the 
crowd, arthritic and dirty and ragged and mocking, full of 
malice. 

«I will offer you a bargain for only one olive, » he sneer- 
ed to the young man. «For only one olive, I will give you 
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my goat and cart. No aa will you have to carry the | 
load upon your own back. » 


Everyone looked to see what the famous man would [| 


say. = 
À His eyes flashed a challenge. He raised his head. Hel I 
answered: « You do not have to convince me of the efficacy | 
of such an exchange. » i 
| The old man giggled at the flourishing language, and at | 
once the bargain was struck. È 
The old man handed over the halter of the goat. 
But something strange happened. 

3 The famous man discovered that of all his load of olives, 
he had only one solitary olive left. He hesitated. Then, with 
|. the strangest expression in his eyes of resignation, and at the | 
same time of some kind of vicious martyrdom, he handed the i 
last olive to the old man. J 
ni The old man burst into triumphant sniggers of laughter . | 
og which worked over all his old body and agitated his arthritis 
a so that he half groaned as he laughed. 

A i «Ah, what a bargain you have struck!» he honked. 
Br « You have bought your ancestor to carry your load, and now 
you have no load to carry and your ancestor must drag around 
y an empty cart.» _ 

i The famous man trembled and frowned in a fury of 
wrath. He opened his mouth to speak. 

But instead of words, a flash of fire streamed from his 
mouth, looped in a circle, roared flashing throughout the 
crowd and caught up the old man in a dizzy cart-wheel, loop- 
ing him round and round down a hill and over the mountain 
three miles away, his screams of agony fading in the distance. | 
= The crowd dispersed with screams of fear. Then all was 
i silence. The people looked at the young man. They were stun- 

ned with awe. They were entirely submissive. No one dared | 
to speak. 
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GREEK ISLANDS STEAMER 


Have you ever been on the MOXXAQ@H ? «It was the 
Swedish King’s yacht forty-three years ago,» the boy steward 
said, the one who swung me down the spiral stairwell of old 


mahogany and brass and gas lamps, to my cabin. There were 


five cabins. I always wanted the one with two bunks because 
I knew if I had it they wouldn’t put anyone in with me, not for 
my pleasure so much as not to leave a Greek alone with the 
foreigner. So I always figured it, and I tipped the boy to make 
sure it was always so, every time I went on the MOZXAOH 
from Pireus to Santorin, seven times in all I think I went 
this way that summer. 

Everyone wants a cabin to himself if he can get it, — a 
compartment in a train too, — at least alone in a cabin you 
can take off your clothes as you want to and all of them and 
whenever you want, you can brush your teeth, count your 


money, f—t, all those things which if you do in front of others, 


they will watch you. In which case, sometimes in the midst 


of doing something they're watching, I’ll stop, such as undres- E 


sing, and Pl just get into my bunk dressed until they’ve 
gone to sleep rather than to complete in them the rhythm 
which their curiosity about me has set going. And Tl often 
at the last minute get off a boat or a train if someone antipa- 
tico or if too many come in, and take the next one. Them 


sometimes I go off in an entirely different direction, and maybe 


the whole destiny of my life has been changed this way, who 
knows? 
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| Sometimes the MOXXA0OH was so crowded, as I said there 
; were only five cabins, that the boy would have to put me in a 
cabin for six. But he would put in with me only those who 
got on at Sira at midnight after I’d gone to sleep, and who 
would be getting off at Naxos before I woke up. I would 
always take the upper bunk beside the porthole, although a 
porthole on the MOZXAOH is only a gesture, a hope of air, 
being only two feet above even the calmest water that slides by 
menacingly close. In any case on this night that I am remember- 
ing I was sleeping nicely and alone in the cabin for six in my 
bunk by the porthole, and I woke up suddenly, and resent- 
fully too, as they all and six of them for the five bunks piled in, 
put on the light, each claiming a berth with hat, a briefcase 
or a hundle. As I peered over the edge of my bunk an enorm- 
ous shadow of a man was rustling about beneath me all of a 
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black robe black beard and stove pipe hat; he was a priest, 
and a young girl was with him and she was soon curling 
up into his robes and against his beard, asleep. The others 
were tugging at their neckties, they got on to their bunks, 
4 oozed out of their trousers and at least one of them slid 
de smelly socked feet under his sheet. There was no talking, no 
y _ goodnights, after all they’d be getting up again in three hours 
NE Or so. 
E By the time they were asleep they had used up all the 
E: air in the cabin. Mediterranean people like this, they never 
= open windows because they think the night air is ill air so 
M their sleep is more an asphyxiation than sleep. I passed out 
hi too, and there we all were, seven of us packed away in the dark, 


as packed as those that lie all over the deck of any island 
boat in Greece, the kind of people who can sleep the whole 
twenty-two hours from Pireus to Santorin. 

When I woke up again we had stopped. I saw that the 
others were still unconscious so 1 said «now» and 1 opened 
the porthole, and in flooded such a sweetness of air and 1 put 
my head it just fitted out and I saw that we were at Paros. 
Voices and quiet shapes of men slid by so close to the porthole 
that I could have whispered in their ears and when they had 
drifted up even with our bow, baskets of tomatoes, crates, 
bed springs, an ice box, mattresses, burlapped bars of ice, 
goats, sheep, radios were hoisted aboard. Air draughted 
through the porthole into the fetid cabin and in all the bunks 
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| the men began to toss as though they would wake up. Then I 


fell asleep. 

I cant remember whether in sort of a half sleep I knew 
that we were moving again, and that we were out now in open 
water no longer in the slick and calm of port, anyway if I 
did, I slept on until I guess it was the rush of water that 
woke me even before it landed, a whole wave, it seemed, onto 
me and my sheet, splattering all about and running down the 
big priest and the girl who was sleeping against his beard. 
Suddenly everyone was reaching out of his broken sleep for 
safety, the light went on and there they all were sitting up in 
their wet beds, looking at me. (I had closed the porthole — 
why look at me?) I told them how it was and that anyway I 
was much wetter than they were. It was the priest who told 
the steward boy when they all got off at Naxos before I woke 
up and found that I had the cabin to myself again. 

At los it was morning, all an azure lightness and gold of 
islands; the only color was of people the small people at little 
tables at the café on the quay. Two rowboat loads of children 
were coming towards us, they clambered up the gangway and 
up to the little bridge where the ailing and angry-looking, 
unshaven captain was standing beneath a cage with a canary 
in it. When all the children had come up, one girl stepped 
forward ard looking into the eyes of the captain, she with 
no shyness and he with no thanks, spoke a short and solemn 
greeting in the name of all the children of Ios and gave him 
a bunch of red flowers. He took them and then all the children 
piled down again and into the two rowboats while the captain 
standing beneath the birdcage, still holding the flowers, watch- 
ed them go. The next time, it must have been 10 days later 
that I was on the MOZXAOH again, I saw the flowers in the 
waste-can in the toilet. The captain and I were eating our 
suppers alone, his table facing mine and I said, « the flowers 
of Ios lasted a long time, didn’t they. » 

I lost track of the stops, there were many and the day 
was long, the sea was choppy dark and the islands goldened 
as noon passed and an afternoon wind whipped up a silver 
sea as we headed into the sun. In the lea of the cliffs of Anafi 
we stopped again and small boats were already rowing out to 
us. People crowded the small beach and the white town in the 
sun was way up among the cliff heights nearly hidden from 
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. people and bundles. A priest in a brown robe a brown beard — 
and a stove hat sat in the center of a rear, the safest, seat, | 
he was holding a glass cage with souvenirs inside of the sea, — 
stones and corals and shells all stuck together like a Valentine. 
Some row boats looked empty but they were full of goats and 
pigs; the men toss-relayed them one by one up the gangway, 
and the animals tried to hide into each other and under the 
seats and the covered bow; there were always more. Other 
boats were empty but they were towing cows, ropes noosed 
to the necks to keep the heads above water. They looked 
drowned and their necks broken, each with one eye fixed and 
bulging, and their cows’ tails trailed through the turquoise 
water. When the boats reached our bow the hoister was atta- 
ched, gears ground and a cow rose from the sea. It dangled | 
until double its length, dripping and spinning until the bulg- 
ing eye saucered to bursting, and it swung up and over the 
side of our bow and was plunked down among, on top or 
between the other cows that stood together dripping and shit- 
ting with fright. Sometimes it landed on its back or its side 
and the legs slashed the air and the other cows as it tried to 
right itself, in all the slup and muck of the deck and sometimes 
it just slid off with the list of the ship and stayed as it landed. 
Goats were huddled to one part of the bow, pigs to another, 
sometimes sheep, or a hunting dog, but they took no notice 
any more than they did of the pig that had been slaughtered 
and was hanging there beside them inside out its liver already 
being prepared for the captain’s dinner. In the long stop and 
the heat, the flies that had followed the animals from shore 
swarmed about and the five cabins below gagged with the 
smells of wet hair and merda, of blood and fear. Above the 
cabins was all a shuffle of hooves edging for space to hide to 
avoid the slaughter and the sea that rocked the MOXXAOH 


as it veered off now towards Santorin. 
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The snows in single treason mock the earth; 

Or nearly mock, with birth of fallen barrows, 
As winter spins her light alloys for death. 

At steep and tangled undergrowth, at furrows, 
The shallow sun returns with baited breath. 


E Under the boughs, there, in shrouds of sound, 

? On a high hill, the milk-white hare, awakes, 

| Withdraws beyond this once-protective ground; 
As wind in stylus motion works the flakes, 

- To hide his movement from the silvered hound. 


THE LONG CORNERS 


The long, stiff fingers of his father’s hand 

Rose and fell, fell and beat, like bands 

Of straight and narrow sticks on his smooth skin. 
He stood quiet and still, holding — 


Light dropped toward him. 

Boards rolled out of a high window. 
Up the bright and crested stairs 
And down the darkened hall he ran 
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Into the room, square and cold. 
He stood deep in the center, 
Staring down into the long corners. 
The hard floor tilted. 

The table ran into the window. | 

A door swung free. Nails fell 

Loud to the floor. Light lowered, 

As the ceiling slammed down the walls. 


Silently then he slipped | 
Beneath the bed’s springs; a 
And heard, for the first time, À 
The coiled wires rub on his bare back. 


THE WHEEL OF RAIN 
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First Voice: 


ae 


We were the kids with the old kiss, 
We knew why, we were told, ; 
We were the boys with the young girls 4 
Washing our hair in the rain, and kissing; | 
No one came by the rock: no one cared. 
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Ñ Second Voice: 


But, going by the mill, 

With the waters turning still 
On the silent, treading wheel, 
Whose will be done forever 


EN Third Voice: 
la Four and twenty forth we came, 
14 _ Filled our pockets full of flame, 


Whose will is like you told us, 
And must be done forever. 
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But, come on now and tell us, 

The way it was, and why it was 

So matter of fact; it had no hips 

And had no hands to pocket in the leap, à 
But jumping, as it did, the stile ie 
It broke our granite sleep. ee 


: Fifth Voice: 


First Voice: 


Yes, come on now and tell us, 

The way it was and why it was, È 
That being child and naked thrice SE 
Our weight in flesh, it gladly took, bi 
Being cheerless for a gainsay, 38 
Being child and saying, cheerless: a 


We were the kids with the old kiss, 

We knew why, we were told, 

We were the boys with the young girls 
Washing our hair in the rain, and kissing: 
No one came by the rock: no one cared! 


DAEDALUS PRAYING E i 


I planted the seeds of prayer 
On the shallow shores of Crete, 
And reaped a vacant harvest here. SFR 
From the terrace, in the afternoons, ‘a 
I watch the descending sun. - q 
I plunge my eye through the weather 8 
Circling your sunken grave. 


But prayers fall by the way, : A 
And the evenings pass in silence. | 
In the long house, in the twilight, 
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After lighting the table with lanterns, 
I begin by shuffling the cards. 

In the small orchard below the house 
I hear the children laugh and play, 


Circling the trees in darkness. 


I fold the dark on my shoulders, 

It falls like a cape on my back, 

And I walk in my sad-feathered hat 
Through a meadow to winnow your voice: 
It returns in a shower of sound 

Over the children, under the trees, 

Who dance on a blossomed island, 
Singing, in the crooked furrows, 


To the hag, that bird of night, 

As she claps her wings and rises 
Through the darkness down the wind, 
Taking the sound of your dying voice 
To the edge of my quiet sea, 

Where she preys on your floating form 
In the deep and the silent oceans 
Circling my plundered heart. 


I turn and pace the gravel hills. 

I hear the hawk, our bird, cry out 
And dive in darkness through the wind. 
And I come to a lull in the weather 
That circles your risen bones: 

I lift a stone to feel the dark escape. 

I close the leaves we never opened, 
Break the stems we never sung. 
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A MIDSUMMER SATURDAY 


Breathing white, oceans of it like a horse clopping up a 
winter hill, swinging his arms to keep warm, the shape of 
Wally Maclain at my elbow floated through the night a foot 
off the ground. My own feet were right down on it, I could 
feel the same jar and release as if the sun shone; but his, I 
thought in the fine-grained silence, glided over the side of the 
road like mousing owls. A yacht stranded across the road up 
ahead became a whale’s skeleton, a gutted dirigible, finally 
_a frame bridge over the trickle of a creek and Wally said: 
« Let's sit down, my feet are killing me. » 

We sat down on a concrete ledge inside the cold basket 
of darkness. I rubbed a hand from my pocket at my numb 
cheek until its coat of wind dissolved. Wally jackknifed his 
legs up and, clasping his shins, worked his feet around at 
the ankles. 

« My cousin’s boots,» he apologized. « They pinch like 
anything. You were walking too fast. » 

«I didn’t notice. Was I? Pm just wearing old shoes. » 

« Shoes, » he recognized after a moment. « But I told you 
it’s marshy on all sides of the pond. Couldn’t you have borrow- 
ed boots from Mr. Whittemore. » 

Mr. Whittemore was my only greatuncle. I had started 
from New Hampshire by train early the day before to visit 
him and my greataunt for two weeks in the town in the 
province of Quebec to which they had retired on his pension 
from a Boston railroad. At Sherbrooke in Canada I had 
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changed from the train to a local bus fitted with brown | 
curtains. After the first trip alone of my life and into a | 
foreign country at that, I had climbed down from the sepul- | 

chral bus sick from walnuts and the strain of guarding my 
dollars, birth certificate, and roped suitcase, and as the bus 
blattered off and I blinked my dusty eyelids in the world . 
of noon outside a drugstore they had risen from a bench to 
claim me. They seemed older than I remembered them. In 
fact they seemed so old that during our handshake and 
embrace I found myself doubting that they could ever grow 
older still; yet all afternoon and night they presumably had. 

« No, because I looked in the closets. And he doesn’t 
have boots, » I said. « Just iceskates. » 

Wally released his shins and stretched his legs straight 
out until a knee popped. « Well, I haven’t been there since 
last summer but it was marshy then. Don’t say I didn’t warn 
you. » 

«Pl have to chance it. Rested? » 

« Rested. » 

The fields on both sides of the road began to rustle, and _ 
the wind before dawn freshened around us as we moved out 
of the grasp of the hollow bridge; but only now was the 
cloudroof thinning to reveal here and there the sprinkled stars. 
It was five o’clock. The town was two miles behind us, but it 
could have been a hundred as we shivered along in the begin- 
ning of starlight, I in a turtleneck sweater in the process of 
being handed down from my older to my younger brother, 
and Wally in a new jacket with ribs for bullets that his father 
had bought him from the L. L. Bean catalog for duckhunting 
in the fall. I had never been duckhunting, nor had Wally 
yet, but when my greatuncle had introduced us the evening 
before at a band concert in the square, he had invited me to 
get up in the morning at four o’clock and hike with him to 
a pond he knew of to observe the ducks and other waterbirds 
there. I thought only milkmen and coalminers got up that 
early, but I was so ill at ease strolling among the jigs and 
marches with my greatuncle that I accepted on the spot. 

I hoped the black-haired girl he had been speaking French 
with as we approached might be persuaded to come hiking 
too. But he did not offer to introduce her, and she walked 
off as to answer his enthusiasm I talked brokenly of birds. 
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He seemed to know a great deal more about them than I did. 
He was from Toronto, he told me, and was repeating a visit 

of the summer before to a married cousin here in order to 
improve his French; we were practically the only English- 
speaking boys in town. We traded bits of information about 
ourselves. In the fall his father’s chauffeur would drive him 
from an apartment decorated with antlers, skylights, and 
period furniture to a country day school a mile away, where 
he would begin the sixth grade; I would walk from a rented 
home full of odds and ends and smutty fireplaces the three 
blocks to the Concord Grammar School, where I would begin 
the fifth grade. He was interested in natural history and had 
a collection of standard works; I liked the illustrations in 
the National Geographic. He was going to be a surgeon, like 
his father; I didn’t know what I was going to be. We were 
not sure, at this first meeting, that we liked each other but 
we took care to conceal our doubts. 


We were still not sure, but the chill wind was friendly, © 


the spectacle of more stars than could ever be counted or 
believed, with a pale are washing up from the eastern horizon 
to extinguish them, was exhilarating, and I grinned sidewise 
through wind tears to share it. But Wally, caught up in a 
mood of his own or no mood at all, was paying no attention 
to the signals in the air. His arms were stiff at his sides now 
and his carved face withdrawn as green lights, red lights, 
burst overhead and fell down all around us. His eyebrows 
hung black flags on the veils and streamers of the rushing 
dawn. 

« I may not be a surgeon after all,» he blurted out, as if 
he had been thinking about it all night. « Being a surgeon is 
my father’s idea. I think I’d rather be an ornithologer. » 

I switched my stick at the dewy timothy tips nodding 
through the fence like Fourth of July sparklers. « You mean 
ontologist. » 

We argued for a while, defending our guesses, until Wally 


remembered or invented a Greek root which defeated me. . 


« I always keep this with me to record my observations. » 
He whipped out a notebook the size of his hand. « I bought 
it yesterday. Turn here. » 

We turned off the road into a lane that wound between 
lakes of furrows where crows, black sails blowing in with the 
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straw head. 


put furtive marks in his notebook. 

I threw a stone at the sentinel; twenty feet from him a 
feeder gave an indignant croak and flapped a few feet side- 
ways. Sunlight, coming fresh and milky over the fields, struck 


the ragged bushes and forts of weed that lined the sunken 


lane so that levels of damp shadow streamed across us. But 


soon even the shadows were dry and warm, and from the one. 


telephone wire rose a kingbird like a balloon. It snapped up, 
poised in midair on its white-edged spread tail, nothing that 


I could see and fluttered back down to perch upright on the | 
wire again. Strung along the wire on the other side of the 
telephone post several cedar waxwings, hungry and crested | 
fops, waited for a wagon of berry boxes creaking to market | 
under a whip, or a photographer to make them famous. I 

nudged Wally and pointed up at them. Immediately a wet | 
pencil was scuttling back and forth across the notebook on 


the table of his hand. But it paused for me to repeat the 


names; Wally had never heard of kingbirds or cedar waxwings | 


before. 

We left the lane for a cowpath armored with mire de- 
scending through thickets, slipped through a barbed wire 
fence and, dew and burrs climbing to our waists, crossed a 
tangle that from its paths around brambles seemed once to have 
been a pasture. Then from the trampled yard of a dead or 
sleeping farm we were circling, a sudden sound menaced us, 
a fearful subterranean chuckle that made my hair stand on 
end until I saw the rooster again pump his wings from the 
pail and stretch out his neck. This time, as I watched, his 
proper voice came out of him, the silly, coarse shrillness I 
had always known. 

Five minutes and a dragonfly later Wally said: « The 
pond is over that hill. » 

Down the hill held together by bracken and three genera- 
tions of alders, I followed him shouting, down an ochre, thir- 
sty gully and round a bend to the valley where the ruffled 
pond would lie with its flotillas of ducks and its sandpipers 
and its heron. But there was no pond. We stood flushed and 
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sun, listened folded for seeds or dug like dogs. One, alighting | 
on a scarecrow and pulling off its hat, spied from the bald” | 


« Crows don’t count, » Wally said. He licked a pencil and È 
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incredulous on the brink of an acre of leather cu as thick 
as sugarcane. A brown red-winged blackbird offered to lead 
us away from her nest and a kingfisher brooding on a sapling 
shook his bells at us, but Wally, if he saw them, was too 
disgruntled to trap them in his notebook. 
«It was a hundred yards across. » 
« Gone now, though. » 
«All it would take is a good rain. » 
«A week of rain.» 
We stared at the cloudless sky. 
«Well, Pl show you my cousin's rabbits, then. Come 
on. » 


II 


Preferring the long way back, we continued forward, 
over the next hill to a plateau of rippling wheat and through 
a pine and tamarack woods where a flicker hammered on a 
shag way up near the wind and in the stillness below I pried 
off a lump of clear bitter resin to chew and Wally leaned 
on a stump and a lizard ran over his wrist. It could have 
been a dinosaur, and this the coal age, or the honeyrough 
light of a cathedral; but we walked as bold as poachers across 
the slippery, crunching needles to the other side. The fields 
beyond of spring corn with the mist around the tassels burn- 
ing off, we skirted to the right, and came at last to an 
embankment which had railroad tracks along its crushed rock 
crown. We put our ears to a rail to hear if a train was coming, 
though it was easier to tell by looking, and walked along on 
opposite rails with our arms stuck out for balance, the savory 
country wind surrounding us wide and deep. At a crossing 
we turned onto a road and followed it past dairy farms and 
a golf links and a reservoir into the odd town with its signs 
in two languages and its indecipherable atmosphere and smell. 

It was a quarter to seven by the pigeonwreathed town 
hall clock. The street was empty except for a little man with 
a handcart pushing a broom along the gutter for papers and 
mud; his liverspotted face was twitching spasmodically. We 
passed him without expression, but at the end of the block 
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began nudging each other and practising twitches and an | 
idiot gait. This was splendid, but wearing thin when a vintage 
Ford shot from a cobbled sidestreet, drew up beside us in a 
haze of oil fumes, bucked and expired. A man as thick as a 
bear clambered out with a crate of black-necked sleepy geese 
and a grunt in a basket. Growling « B’jour, m'petits, » he | 
swept the car door shut with his foot — the windowglass | 
rattled and the zigzags in the sheet of discolored gelatine 
sealed in it multiplied crazily — and set down the crate and 
basket, which gave another grunt, in front of the butcher 
shop door. He unlocked it and strode in with them to his 
breakfast of blood. 

« What did he say? » 

« That was M. Diamont. He said good morning. » 

He reappeared with a crank. 

I said: « B’jour, m’petits, M. Diamont. » 

The butcher nodded and cranked down a bright orange 
awning. 

We entered a residential street lined with maple trees. 
Passing my greatuncle’s house I coughed at a black whiff in 
the air, a corruption ripened by the sun that for a few steps 
drowned out the faraway smell of the town itself. A great toad, 
I saw then, lay crushed and swollen in the road by the gutter, 
_ flies walking into its mouth. A Monarch butterfly unhinged 
by a spider rushed from my memory; a chickadee I found 
the day after a hailstorm stuck on a thorn by a shrike; 
caterpillars falling from their burning webs in the crotches 


of a neighbor’s orchard; my sister on her deathbed. 

But I refused the evil images, beat them down with my 
country stick. Swinging it, shivering, I stared into the warm. 
sky until I became involved in the purity of that blueness;, 
that blueness. 

«Look out!» cried Wally. 

A German shepherd puppy landed on my stomach, snap- 
ping at the stick tumbled backward onto the pavement split 
by buttercups; scrambled up frisky and whiptailed to bark 
at it. I grinned and threw it for him. As with an awkward 
rocking motion he bounded after it, a window slammed open - 
on the ground floor of a house across the street and a voice 


shrilled « Lobo! » 
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It was the girl I had seen talking with Wally at the band (0 


concert. i 

« Lobo! » she shrieked again. 

But the word ordering Lobo back spurred him on. He 
continued past the stick on down the sidewalk and cut behind 
a barn that was a garage into the weedy approaches to a 
meadow on whose far edge rose a hull-down grandstand. 

The girl vaulted through the window, her yellow skirt 


flashing up from legs as brown as her face and arms, and 


landed running. With a savage wave at Wally she tore across 
the street past us toward the meadow; I could see a dimple 
winking in her jaw. 

I laughed and asked: « Will she kill him? » 

I had never seen a handsomer girl or one who could run 
so fast. 

« Oh, no, she’s just trying to train him. She doesn’t want 
him to grow up spoiled like Prince. » Prince was my greatun- 
cle’s witless old cocker spaniel, who lay around the house 
gathering dust and yapping. « But he won’t be trained and 
it makes Tioga furious. » 

Her name was Tioga, then. 

«I don’t think she’s going about it the right way,» I 
said craftily. « Shouldn’t we go over and help her? » 

He would not meet my eye. « No, I don’t play with her 
much. I’m twelve and she’s only ten. » 

«Pm only eleven myself,» I lied. I was nine. « What if 
we are older than her? There doesn’t seem to be anyone else 
to play with on this street. » 

He darted a look at me. « How will you talk with her? 
sign language? » 

My heart sank. I hadn’t considered the possibility that 
she didn’t speak English. 

Wally enjoyed my alarm during the long moment before 
he admitted that she did. «She speaks French too, but it’s 
terrible, in fact it’s French-Canadian. She says ouais instead 
of oui. My cousin says hearing her will ruin my pronuncia- 
tion. » 

« Then we'll ask her to speak English. » 

«He lived in Paris when he first studied painting so he 
should know. Did I tell you he’s a painter? » 

« No. Tioga — » 
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« He is, | though. And he plays the violin; he’s a very 
cultivated man. His wife supports him so he won’t have to 
think about money. She's the one who raises the rabbits. He 


won't touch them, he doesn’t even paint them any more. This | 


is the house. » 

Resignedly, I climbed the lawn toward a house as big 
and loose as a castle, with ivy tying its bay windows to its 
porches, and starlings and lightning rods sitting on its rooves — 
and gables; rough brown shingles covered it all over like 
scales. Behind the house, at the end of a flagstone path cur- 
ving from the back door, stood a three-tiered block of hutches 
raised off the ground and tipped at an angle, that would be 
full of red rabbits with blue ears, blue rabbits with gold ears, 
gold rabbits with zebra ears, and a few small white rabbits 
born since Mr. Maclain had given up painting them. 

But all the rabbits were white, I saw as I peered through 
the chickenwire doors. Here and there in the dark interiors 
_ marbles of dung were rolling downhill and dropping through 
slits at the back into a trench silently. Most of the rabbits 
looked healthy but one had clouded eyes, one quivered and 
sobbed, one was losing its fur; I poked another to make it 
hop and sure enough it had only three legs. 

«It comes from inbreeding. Mrs. Maclain gets the tags 
and records mixed up sometimes. » Wally explained. « Look 
at these ones, they’re pregnant. » 

I studied the bulging rabbits, As I asked: « How do they 
have babies? » I began to feel hot and dizzy. 

Wally took a dung brush from a hook and squinted along 
it toward two beehives near the back fence. « Oh, the usual 
way. » | 

I nodded from my dimming world. 

«I thought so, but I wasn’t sure. » 

We glanced carelessly in opposite directions. 

I sank onto my heels and, shielding my eyes, pretended 
to be looking at something on the ground. I could not see 
the ground. I heard a jingle of metal before water surging 
around me closed over my head; silence followed me under- 
water and shut out the world. 

Then I heard a click. I opened my eyes. There were the | 
hutches and beehives and the sunlight just as before. I rose | 
shakily, chafing color into my face, ready to deny the terri- 
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| fying seconds of dizziness and chills and ward off questions, 
but Wally, busy with a padlock, had noticed nothing. He 
pulled open a chickenwire door and said: « They’re too dumb 
_ to jump out.» 


A rabbit exposed its nose to look down from the edge. 


I could see the veins in its tall pink ears. 

He closed the door and snapped on the padlock. 

« She gets thirty five cents a pound from the neighbors. » 

« That much? » I mopped my forehead. I felt all right 
now; hungry. «I could eat a whole one raw, I think. Listen 
to my stomach gurgle. » 

« No, listen to mine. » 

I listened. I couldn’t hear a thing. 

« Like a waterfall,» I said politely. 

« Time for breakfast. » 

We walked back toward the front yard. 

« Tioga’s a funny name,» I prodded. «Is it French? » 

Wally shrugged. 


« Have you known her for a long time? » 


«Oh, I don’t know. Guess how many rabbits there were, »' 


he said hurriedly. 
« Two hundred. I wonder if she caught Lobo? » 
« No, seventy three. » 


It was clear that he did not want to talk about Tioga. ~ 


Did he hate her? Did he love her? While I pondered we 
arrived at the front gate. 

«Come back after breakfast, » said Wally, «and Pl show 
you my cousin’s studio. He likes visitors. Oh, come on. No? 
Well then, let’s explore the fairground, It’s beyond that 
meadow, over by the grandstand. No? » He swallowed. «I 
tell you what, I'll ask Tioga to come with us if you want. 
Okay? Then it’s a deal. Come by for me when you’re ready. 
Lord, look at all those barnswallows! » 

They were chimney swifts. 


III 
After fixing myself breakfast I went to join my greataunt 


and granduncle in the parlor. The hardwood floor of the 
hallway between the kitchen and the parlor was brown and 
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smooth, not spattered all colors and gouged by penknives and 
arguments like the creaking floors at home. Embroidery and — 
historic locomotives hung along its walls like ancestors, The 


parlor itself was carpeted, and had nothing on the egg-and- 4 | 
tongue wallpaper but cobwebs, that moved and were pipe- È 
smoke. On the windowsill silhouetted against the light outside 
stood pots of ferns and antelope-eared cactus. Beside the win- 

br: dow was a victrola on a low bookcase stacked with record 
a and photograph albums. The sofa was immaculate, and I 
knew without looking that there were no paperclips, coins, | 
or worms of dust behind the cushions of the two armchairs. , 
In one armchair, under a fringed lamp, sat my greataunt, a 
wispy old woman as friendly as a potato, with countersunk 
eyes and a wrinkle on her lavender face for every good deed 
she had done. In the other armchair sat my greatuncle with | 
a newspaper, his pipe cold in an ashtray and Prince drowsing | 
between his slippers. It was as peaceful as a cellar. | 

My greatuncle looked up with a slow frown from news- 

| photos of soldiers and explosions and said: «It looks bad for 
the Loyalists. » 

The year that he had driven down with my greataunt to 
‘Concord to visit my family, he had been a guitarist and a 
ballad singer with a jutting brow, a tall hiker and a devil on 

à a bicycle; he had lost his driver’s license for running into 
an island near the state capitol and shouting at the judge, and 
they had had to go back by train. But now, three years later, 
he was a subdued getleman too brittle to sing or bicycle, 
with twigs for fingers and a brow of freckled wax, who might 
walk to the square and back after supper with Prince if the 
evening was fine. 

‘à « Westley,» hinted my greataunt. 

A He really saw me then. He put down the newspaper, lit 
: a match with his thumbnail, and said: «1 can't get used to 


SAI 


this yellow journalism after the Monitor. » 8 
Bir « First the blade, ihen the ear, then the full grain in the à | 
lo ear,» I quoted. i 
De «That's the one.» Flame from the match poured down 


= into his pipe and bubbled under the ash. « But I never could | 


stand its comics, eh? Too tame. Well, what happened on the 
“1 walk? » 


i tried to remember; but it would be years before I 
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succeeded. « Nothing happened. We found the pond but it. 
had dried up so we came back and looked at the Maclains’ 
rabbits. No, wait a minute, there was something interesting 
that happened. » 

«I see you picked up a lot of burs. » 

But what was it? It was something I felt good about, 
I knew. Something I had said? I wrinkled my forehead. 

« And some interesting smells, » he added, for Prince was 
snuffling around my legs and waist. 

«I remember! » I said with a start. «I said good morning 
to the butcher in French! » 

Prince scrambled back ki-yi-ing from my leg, a bur on 
his nose. I pulled it off and begged his pardon; he held out 
a paw. 

«It’s his only trick,» said my greataunt. 

«It is not!» said my greatuncle querulously. « He can 
do dozens of tricks. He can speak, and stand in the corner. 
Can’t you, Prince? » 

Prince wagged his black curly body and yapped. They 
both leaned down stiffly to pat him. 

« Wesley has had him from a pup. » 

« Well, he belongs to both of us. » 

« But he won’t come for me. » 

« He’s nine years old, older than you, Jim. » 

Rolling over with a senile gape, Prince drew their hands 
to his belly, and moaned as they scratched it; one of his 
hind legs began to pump. 

«Tl take him for a run,» I said, embarrassed at seeing 
two grownups make such a fuss over a dog. «I’m going out 
anyhow. » 

My greataunt said in dismay: «Oh, but we hoped — » 

« We had planned to go through our photograph albums 
with you this morning, » said my greatuncle. 

« But I told Wally Pd go over to the fairground with 
him, » I said. 

« There’s President McKinley and Niagara Falls. » 

« And your father on a scooter. » 

«Gosh, he’s expecting me,» I said. 

« But you’ve just got back from seeing him. » 

My greataunt said: « Now, Wesley, naturally Jim would 
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rather be outside with his friend, than inside on a fine day 
like this. And it will be a treat for Prince. » 

« But it seems to me — » 

They whispered into each other’s tufted ears, two gray 
relatives I didn’t love yet, while I flicked the spines on a 
potted cactus and dreamed of Tioga running over lakes and 
deserts with her hair on fire and a letter for me in her 
hand. Then my greataunt cleared her throat. My greatuncle 
hauled on a silver chain across his vest, and grumbled as a 
watch slid into view: « Lunch is at twelve, which gives you 
three hours. » 

My greataunt said: « Have a good time, Jim. » 


IV 


Prince followed me out the door and down the walk | 
placidly enough, but outside the gate when I turned the 
other way from the square he began to perk up and zigzag 
ahead of me with his nails clicking and his nose gliding low 
over the pavement. I decided that if Tioga didn’t come I would 
make some excuse to Wally and return. 

But she did come. 

Wally accomplished the introductions by saying: « Tioga, 
this is Jim from the States,» in an unnaturally loud voice 
as the three of us stood in her doorway and Prince and Lobo 
sniffed at each other through our legs. 

« I've shopped and vacuumed,» she said, «so I guess I 
can come. But Lobo can’t because he’s in disgrace, do you 
hear that? It’s no use whining, you can’t.» Her dimple was 
gone and she had her hair in a ponytail. I liked the direct 
Way she smiled at us. «I'll have to tell the kids. Annette! » 
she shouted. « Tam! Kit! Bobby! Jeannine! » | 

Five little boys and girls pounded around the corner of 
the house and lined up on the porch in front of Tioga. She | 
was a good four and a half feet tall; she towered over them. — 

«Tl be gone for a while,» she told them. «If André | 
Coustet, Georges Moreau, or Jean-Paul Bonne comes near the — 
guinea pig cage, wake up Father. » 

The ‘children wanted to get it straight so they could obey 
her. Frowning with concentration, they leaned closer. 
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« Wake up Father, » said Tioga again, «if André Coustet, 
Georges Moreau, or Jean-Paul Bonne comes near the guinea 
pig cage. » 

They glanced sidelong at one another, blinked and 
nodded. | 

« What will you do,» Tioga summarized, «if one of 
them comes near the guinea pig cage? » 

« We'll wake up Father,» they said with confidence. 

Tioga gave them an approving look, but said sternly: 


« Have the silver polished by the time I get back. And keep 


an eye on the soup. » 

Prince trotted beside us until we passed the barn and he 
could tell where we were going. Then, with his nose so low, 
except when he lifted it for a glance back to make sure we 
were following, that he almost trod on his ears, he swung 
ahead of us across the meadow in lengthening curves. 

Tioga asked me around Wally: « Are you staying with 
Maclain, Jim? » 

« With Maclain? » I said blankly. « Oh, you mean Wally. 
No, I’m visiting the Whittemores. » 


«Jim’s their greatnephew,» Wally explained. «I bet 


you never saw a greatnephew before, did you? » He guffaw- 
ed and added something in French. 


Catching my expression, Tioga shook her head quickly. 


« Talk English. » 

« Why should I? » 

« Jim doesn’t understand it, that’s why.» 

« Okay, okay, Calcasieu, don’t bite my head off. » 

I was glad Tioga wouldn’t let Wally talk about me in 
French, but I said: «1 don’t care, he can talk French if he 
wants to. » 

« If he’s going to say things like that, he can’t. » 

While I puzzled over the harshness that the presence 
of Tioga had brought out in Wally, my eye was caught by a 
white pebble rolling along on the grass at our feet by itself. 
Then while I idly scanned the cloud rim of the sky I realized 
it must have been a cabbage moth so small I had not perceiv- 
ed its wings moving. 

I took advantage of a dip in the meadow to whisper to 
Wally: « Why do you call her Calcasieu when it’s not her 
name? » 
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«It is, it’s her last name. » 
«Are you in love with her? » 
« What? » 

Tioga said: «And you shouldn’t say things behind my 


back, Jim. » 
Her impartiality impressed me. I smiled. « You're pretty | 


bossy, aren’t you, Tioga? » I loved her, but I didn’t know 


her well enough to call her by her last name. «Can you 


make it snow when you want it to? Can you make Prince 
come to heel? » 


= 
4 | 
a 
+ | 
a 


>] 


She pinched me, and I punched Wally and yelled: « You’re - 


it! » 

He chased me across the far end of the meadow, past 
circles of mud and green flies and one staked cow onto the 
turf of the fairground, where the strawy brown smell and 


ghosts of a century of horses clung and trotted. Our panting _ 


made the only noise. I was halfway up a board fence when the 
knotholes gave out and Wally tagged me on the heel. Then 
Tioga fled before me like the dingo in the story, stopped to 
put out her tongue, dodged my windmill approach with a flirt 
of her skirt; until, to keep the game going, she let herself 
be trapped underneath the grandstand. We were all it many 
times. The sun rose higher. We sat down to rest. Gnats 
wavered around our hot damp faces and we itched under our 


clothes; we scratched, and mopped our brows with our arms, 


and agreed it was good weather for swimming; we blew on 
grassblades taut between our thumbs, different notes of one 
screech until our lips were green and minnows of fire swirled 
across our vision; Wally pointed out a meadowlark but it 
was a bobolink. When Prince returned from his travels we 
had a bullfight from my memory of illustrations in the Na- 
tional Geographic. But Prince acted less like a bull than like 
a spaniel unused to children: he wrestled the picador’s stick 
from her, outraced the banderillero trying to plant dandelions 
on his shoulder, and leaped at me instead of at my jiggling 
shirt. The bullfight ended when he lit out past the grand- 
stand and down the slope beyond it, yapping hysterically, 
and Tioga led up us a drainpipe onto the roof of the grand- 
stand. 


The best view was away from town toward the north. 


| we gazed down the slope over the Catholic cemetery and a 
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sawmill and the Protestant cemetery, toward a stream and 
an abandoned tannery and pastures dotted with cows and 
boulders, crisscrossing fields, roads, the shine of the railroad 
tracks Wally and I had walked along, and a dark curve of 
- woods. Sherbrooke was below the horizon. The United States 


was below the horizon beyond the town to the south. Then 


we climbed down from the roof, noting the mud domes and 
the rows of bats under the rafters, and crossed the turf to 
the stalls opposite that enclosed three sides of the fairground. 
We explored them from one end to the other. Outside, heat- 
waves scattered gleams and electric puddles over the turf and 
made the grandstand wobble, but inside the ramshackle stalls 


it was cool. We inspected their debris, boards, bleached post- 


ers, stagbeetles pasted in foul straw, English sparrows in 
buckets, flakes of whitewash and wagonwheels, but could find 
nothing of value except a year-old newspaper. We made it 
into airplanes. 

Leaving the last stall, Tioga said: « But next month all 
this will be cleaned out and.a platform and flagpole will be 
rigged in front of the grandstand. Livestock and exhibits will 
be arriving for three days. Fairday itself is tremendous, with 
a parade, speeches, prizes, and free soft drinks. A goat gener- 
ally gets loose and the band plays for hours. You missed it 
when you were here last summer, didn’t you, Maclain? » 

Wally nodded. « And Pll miss it again this. I'll be back 
in Toronto; or maybe with my father in Vancouver, or my 
mother in Banff. » 

«And Pl be back in Concord,» I said. « We'll be having 
the policemen’s carnival about the time you’re having the fair, 
Tioga. There’ll be a raffle at the gate and barkers with 
charcoal moustaches and a ferris wheel and sideshows and 
wild ponies and a tent for bingo. It’s not much. » 

«I’ve never seen a carnival. » 

«I’ve never seen a fair.» 

«I’ve seen both,» said Wally. 

The lake of dazzle, receding ahead of us, left dusty grass 
for us to walk on as we returned over the meadow past the 
cow and the barn to the street. Tioga’s brothers and sisters 
trooped out beaming to meet her. 

« They came, they came, they came! » sang the youngest. 

« André Coustet! » 
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« Georges Moreau! » 
«And Jean-Paul Bonne! » 
« But we woke up Father, » said the oldest triumphantly ae 
«and he caught them with their pockets full of our guinea | 
| pigs.» È 
+14 «He kicked André Coustet. » 
‘à «And gave Georges Moreau a black eye because he | 
_swore. » 

«And made them put them back.» 

«And we sicked Lobo on them and he bit Jet P 
Fe Bonne in the leg. » 
“à «So he’s out of disgrace now. » 
Be « And we polished the silver. » 
à i «Good for you,» said Tioga. « What about the soup?» 
Sh «Oh!» they said, crestfallen. « The soup boiled over.» 


i 
a 


V 


After lunch, which was late because I had to take a bath, 
we strolled to the mailbox on the corner «to settle our 
stomachs. » On the way back I took their hands and said: 
«Shall we look at the albums now? I think albums are very 
a interesting. And after that would you like Prince to do his 
tricks for us? Isn't it a nice afternoon? » 

«I think it’s going to rain,» said my greataunt. 

pn « Prince? » said my greatuncle, raising his head. « Where 
is Prince, anyway? I haven't seen him since you went off 
1% with him this morning. Was he at lunch, Rose? » 


“ia «I didn’t want to say anything, Wesley, but he wasn’t 
= at lunch. » 


I had left him at the fairground! 
« Didn’t he come back with me?» I faltered. 


È «Don’t you know! » | 
he: «Try to remember, Jim. » | 
ia We stopped short on the sidewalk and I stared down at 

ee a slab of mottled paper in the gutter. 


nee 


3 « Gosh, I remember now, he didn’t. He must still be out 
there someplace! » 


‘4 It was the decaying toad I had seen earlier, now eaten 
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and dried; so dead it no longer bothered me and I could 
let myself think of my sister, who would have been old 
enough for junior high school now, but had died, and dwind- 


led for me for ever into a starved face on a wet pillow under - 


a stone. As my greataunt went pale and my reddening great- 

uncle trembled I began to tremble too. I realized that death 
was everywhere and final, I peered at their stricken faces 
and cursed my carelessness and my selfishness and my blind- 
ness. 

«TU get him, sir,» I stammered. «I know about 
where — » 

«We'll both go! Rose —» She helped him out of his 
suit coat and vest and begged me to walk slowly, meaning 
him. « Unless you want to stay here with your greataunt. » 

« No, sir, I want to go with you. We'll find him — » 


Away beyond the grandstand we found him, at last, by a 


yapping from the old tannery. When I had hoisted him, 
frantic but unharmed, out of the vat he had fallen into through 
the rotted boards, my greatuncle said: « Look at me! » 

The filthy, matted dog wagged his crouching rump and 
looked at the ground. 

« Think you’re pretty gay, don’t you! Traipsing around 
the countryside at your age! You need to be taught a lesson! 
You need a good spanking! » 

I pulled a thorn from his paw, but he dared only grunt. 

« What you really need,» continued my greatuncle, mol- 
lified by the thorn, «is a bath and a brushing. Come on, 
Jim,» speaking my name for the first time since we had 
started after Prince, «let’s take him home and clean him 
up. » 

«Oh, Pl do it. Pll give him the bath, I mean, and you 
can show me how to brush him. I’ve never brushed our dog 
at home. » 

« That chow; I remember. » He withdrew his shoe gently 
from Prince’s frothy tongue. 

« No, Beanbag picked a fight with a Great Dane. Now 
we have a collie. » 

«A collie should be kept brushed, but a spaniel has 
to be. » 

« All those curls and feathers,» I agreed. 

By the time we passed the grandstand, Prince creeping 
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at our heels, we were getting over our awkwardness with 
each other. But then we met Wally, Tioga, and a girl I didn’t 
know on their way to swim in the stream; Tioga said they’d 
wait if I wanted to run for my suit, and he stiffened and told 
me to go ahead. 

«Oh!» said Tioga. «Mr. Whittemore, this is Aimée 
Moreau, the daughter of the firechief. Aimée, this is Mr. 
Whittemore, and his greatnephew Jim from the States. » 

Aimée gazed at me saucily over her towel; her hazel 
eyes had green sparks in them. « Tioga’s told me all about 
you, Jim. I’ve been dying to meet you! » She held the towel 
away from her neat plump body like a matador’s cape, arched 
her eyebrows toward my mouth, and giggled. 

Wally blushed, and said: « Please come, Jim, won’t you? 
The weather seems to be clearing up now. And Aimee says 
the swimming has been good all week. » He glanced nervously 
at the posturing girl, and she winked green sparks at both 
of us. Tioga put her fists on her hips. 

«Go ahead and get your suit,» my greatuncle repeated 
bitterly. « They'll wait for you. » 

I said: « No. Thanks for asking me, Tioga, Wally, but 
I don’t want to right now. I’m glad to have met you, Aimée. » 

« Maybe you can come out later,» she suggested, « and 
play. Pl teach you French.» She pirouetted around Wally. 
«It doesn’t get dark until nine. » 

«Eight,» said Tioga. «It’s two now and I have to be 
back to cook dinner, so if we’re going let’s go.» 

With the dismayed Wally between them, the girls moved 
off. 

«I didn’t want to go swimming,» I told my greatuncle 
shyly. « We were going to look at the albums, remember? » 

He hesitated, then smiled. «So we were, Jim. » 

We walked along together; Prince bounded ahead. 

After an easy pause he began to whistle, not very well, 
and when he es: again Di voice was friendly, almost 
confidential. 

«That Calcasieu girl is a wonder, isn’t she? Her father 
turned shiftless when her mother died and she’s had to keep 
the family going pretty much by herself. At eight years old! » 

« Yes, I like Tioga. But I thought she was ten? » 

«She may be ten, at that.» 
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« And this morning you said Prince was older than me, 
but we’re both nine. » 

«Did I? Well, well, I lose track of people’s ages. It’s a 
fact, I do. I didn’t mean to slight you.» He crooked a blue- 
veined finger at me. «But how old would you say I am, 
Jim? » 

«I don’t know. I couldn’t even guess. Forty? » But the 
corners of his mouth drew down so suddenly that I hastened. 
to add: « No, not that old, of course; maybe thirty? » 

« Sixty seven! » he said with a burst of laughter. « What. 
do you think of that, eh? Now who’s got a right to feel 
slighted? » 

«Gosh, you have,» I murmured, overcome. «I had no 
idea. Sixty seven! That’s something to be proud of! » 

In the midst of his subsiding chuckles his face twisted 
and he lifted a hand to his chest. « And next January,» he 
said quietly, « Pll be sixty eight. Look, here comes the sun 
again. Shall we take a breather? » He lowered himself onto. 
a rock. «Don't tell your greataunt we went all the way to 
the tannery, it would only make her worry. » 


After washing and brushing Prince and looking through © 


the albums, which smelled like rainy Sundays, we had dinner. 
My appetite knocked over candles and made a ruin of the 
table. It was like being at home, if I could imagine my parents. 
being unaccountably old, and my brothers away to explain 
the lack of competition for the food. Even so, I was scrupulous. 
to refuse a third slice of pie, and before taking a double 
handful of cherries from the centerpiece had to be coaxed. 
Then Wally came by and I was allowed out until dark.. 
«Mind the mosquitoes! » they called. 


VI 


There were no mosquitoes, but in the dimness up under: 
the maple crowns with their starling congresses appeared the 
lacework of fireflies. Everywhere else it was calm daylight. 

« Have a cherry. How was the swimming? » 

Wally accepted the handful of cherries. 

« Oh, all right. They’ve put up a diving board since last. 
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year. You should see Tioga’s swan, she’s good. But all Aimée 
wanted to do was play kissing games. Luckily, there was only : 
me, so we couldn't. Why are girls so crazy about kissing | 
games? » 

«I didn’t know they were. » 

« Well, they are. » 

«Is Tioga? » I asked, my heart beating. 

«I don’t know, she was diving. Aren’t these good cher- 
ries. » 

He wouldn’t talk about it any more, but I could see right 
into his forehead where Aimée in a black lace or scarlet swim- 
suit tight as the skin of a plum still giggled and beckoned. 
She slid below him in a blaze of bubbles but he would not 
chase her twisting fins; she glided close to tempt his fingers 
but he would not plunge them through her lava hair. He 
splashed out her sparks and paddled to the broken-bottle- _ 
strewn shallows and the poison-oak bank, where he could feel _ 
comfortable. 

Though the only person within a hundred yards of us 
was a young man running down the street beside his motor- 
eycle to start it, Wally looked all around before he said: 
«She wants us to meet her at the grandstand. » 

I realized that he was afraid of Aimée. He was afraid of 
Tioga too, that was why he had not wanted to introduce me 
to her, and had become so assertive in her presence; he had 
no claim on her. 

«Good grief, I don’t want to see Aimée, » I said happily. 
« She'll just flirt with us and try to teach me some French. 
Pm going over to see Tioga. » 

« But it’s Tioga I’m talking about. She’s the one who 
wants us to meet her, not Aimée. Why do you look so confus- 
ed? » 

«I’m not confused,» I said. With dignity, I spat out the 
meat of a cherry and swallowed the stone. «I thought you 
meant Aimee, that’s all. I wonder what’s on Tioga’s mind? » 
I became aware, too late, of the cherry stone travelling down 
my throat. 

«I don’t know, but I can’t stay long. » 

« Me either... Say, can a seed grow in someone’s stomach? | 
If someone swallows it, I mean? » 3 

«I never heard of it happening. Why? » 
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«I guess it couldn’t. A seed has to have dirt and light.» — 


« No, it doesn’t, either. Seeds can grow in liquids and in 


the dark, I saw a movie short on it. So why not in a stomach? » | 


« Why not? » I said weakly. 

From the knot of multiplying roots in my stomach a 
cherry tree struggled up my throat and thrust its branches 
through my ears and eyes and mouth to catch the volumes 
of rusty light floating over the meadow. The processes of 
planted nature invaded me as thoroughly as a dream. Vines 
spiralled up my legs to choke and topple me and a leaf 
fluttered out of my nose. 

«Here we are,» said Wally. «But I don’t see Tioga. » 

The tree blew away as we searched for her around and 


underneath the grandstand. She was nowhere to be found, 


and we were about to give up when we heard her laughing 
at us from the roof. 

« Annette and Tam are doing the dishes! » she shouted. 
«Im taking a holiday! » 

We joined her for a while where she sat enjoying the 
sunset in a golden sea of bats; then climbed down and practis- 
ed running along the plank rows high up in the obscurity 
under the roof, because if you weren’t good at it you might 
break a leg or skin a knee if you happened to have to run 
there sometime, while she perched on the rail at the bottom 
of the rows with her back to the fairground and made echoes 
up at us; then joined her again, three quiet children on a 
floodlit rail waiting for dusk till Wally tumbled off and 
cried: « Get away, wasp! » 

As he defended himself with a dozen hands from a mud 
dauber, Tioga smiled and told him: « That kind doesn’t sting. » 
The smile faded and she turned thoughtful; bit her thumbnail. 
With a quick movement she patted a pocket in her dress, 
that smelled pleasantly of starch, and asked me if I minded 
getting her handkerchief for her. She thought she had left 
it on the roof. 

I was startled. It wasn’t at all like her to ask someone 
else to pick up after her. « No, I don’t mind,» I said, and 
stamped off. 

When I returned in some bewilderment to report I 
couldn’t find the handkerchief, Tioga was alone. The shadows 
and cool air stored under the roof came gliding down the rows 
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and flowed between us to darken the jelly tower of heat | 
that lingered over the fairground. Turning half away from 
me, Tioga announced to her fingernails: « Wally went home. » 

«Gosh, why did he do that? » 

She put her hands in front of her face as if to shield it 
from the sun, that hung soft an inch above the blood-stained 
sheds, but I could see that she was watching me from the 
corners of her eyes. I began to feel dizzy. She said languidly: 
«I told him I didn’t want to play with him any more today. » 

Her voice came to me through a buzz of cicadas that 
mounted into a monotone more silence than sound, but pe- 
netrating. I stood transfixed in that blizzard and portent while 
the sun slipped below the sheds like a sucked egg. I could 
not speak for terror: the dusk settling around us was chang- — 
ing Tioga from a tomboy into a burning and dangerous girl 
with no more will than a muskmelon. I clenched my fists, 
and the dizziness and terror diminished to a humming deep 
inside my body. Blindly I took a step toward her. I did not 
know what to do. I touched her shoulder and spoke her name. 
I thought I felt a humming inside her too. She put her hand 
on my chest as if to push me away but grasped my shirt with 
it convulsively; her eyes, meeting mine for an instant, slid 
off and the brown pupils rolled up into her head. The glimpse 
of fish-white between her closing eyelids troubled me, I did 
not know why, and all at once, as I put my arms clumsily 
around her hard waist, I was not sure that she was not pretend- 
ing. In a fever of earnestness I gazed onto her lifted face 
to understand her. But the complexity and mystery I seemed 
to detect there were as profound as my own. 
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« All friendship is en » I said. 0 Y 1 
Petals on the bloom of day fell dead. | 


with truth; 


RUTH SLONIM © 


QUARRY 


..then the bird, 

bleeding feathers across 
reputedly good earth, 
heard me tell its worth. 

« Harpy,» I said, 

as it twitched dead. 
Buying my own rebirth 
with seeds of pain 

fed to a mangled bird, 

I tossed another word — 
« Blackmail, » this time, 
though it could never rhyme 


but one might say, forsooth, 
that any chirps of faint reply 
would anyway be patent lie. 


With Doublethink I spoke... 
Orwellian peace is war; 

but I, too, have my joke, 
equally grim and cruel; 
watching a spirit soar, 

I call it « fool ». 

Caution is the rule. 
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And so I let this bird 

give me its gift of song 

only so long 

as others offered none. 

Then when it cried its hurt, 
my answer came crisp and curt: 
« Be done! » 


The bird still tried to sing 
belief in everything, 

but songs grew shriller now, 
pitched to a frantic key, 
and listening, I took vow 
against morality 

that asks returns of me. 
Feathering my own nest, 
what matters all the rest? 


For truce, I offered terms 

tasting of long-spoiled worms, 

and heard the fading moan 

of wing-spread terror 

tallying gifts of love and gifts of error. 


Before the final Nay, 
Courage oozed fast away. 
Despair was left alone... 


I saw a graceful bird in flight. 

I bagged it with unwitting fright 
and with my gluttony. 

Then my blind ego, standing tall, 
kicked it to a final fall — 

a last indignity. 

A bird is merely bird, thought I, 
looking this time at empty sky. 


Life is a false alarm; 
I meant no harm. 
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When Bede was old and stricken blind, 

with most of his great work done... 

a long-lost disciple in bitter jest, 

one rainy day, came whispering, 

«a multitude in silence stands 

upon the hill hoping to hear your word. » 

Bede put on finely woven, broaded vesture, 

and stumbled darkly up the rough, steep path; 
where on the barren height waited only the wind, 
waited a heap of stones. 

Lifting his sightless eyes, he spoke his thoughts — 
with all the fervor of a generous heart, 

then raised his hands to bless the emptiness 
before him, his old face luminous. 

«Forever and ever,» he prayed. 

The stones replied, « Amen, O, Venerable Priest, 
Amen, Amen, » cried the stones. 

Cried the stones. 


ARCANE 


This is my speech, my language, 


this crystal bird song with rippled notes beneath; © 


these birds, my kinsmen, once my pensioners 
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And sor punctuation of dn aves: 

..this sublime advice, so delicately spoken-sung... 
I have the very sun, the moving shadows 

of the pointed leaves, the purple tree trunks, . 
the smooth cut hill. 

I share the mysteries they know, 


for I have learned this syntax 


through solitary years: 

and when each cadence falls or fills, 

or when inflection means some other thing, 
it stirs the heart’s long listening. 

There is no gainsaying 

the period of a sudden wing. 


IN CENTRAL PARK 


Two 

who 

could only face each other 
in a Zoo, 

baffled by mystery, 
staring eye to eye, 

seal confronts 

elephant. 


Sudden and vibrant 
whirls ocean’s child 
ecstatically rushing 
into green water, 
splashing ebullient 
in a tiny pool 

just adequate 

to life’s morning 
then tumbles out 
to face the shade 
of the biggest mammal 
the Lord has. made. 
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eal into pool HR) 
4 determined to escape, 00 a 
a glinting in dizzy round. | = © 

Faster faster 

in a crystal wave — = 
twisting, turning, 

master of subtle speed, 


à 4 streamlined © — 
A master of water and air, 
f yet when he stops to rest 


elephant is there! 

È Prehistoric remnant, 

a majestic antique, 

poised in stoic gravity 

= with sombre melancholy eyes 
| gazing on impertinence. 


Head up, hopeful, brave, 

Seal flings barking challenge 

beyond the wire fence. 

Answer comes like thunder 

from the jungle king... 

Quickly into water ae 
slips a frightened thing. ñ 
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PROLOGUE: THE START OF THE HUNT 


All starts are false: even Francis, 

Who bid the weavers add beginning 

And end to a fabulous-enough encounter, 
Knew from his distance how all 
Eminence falls into a plane, no 

Rise, decline, only a continuous 
Between, tasting of booth. 
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Certain 
As a child, art from a thousand starts 
Weaves one real as roses. Deep 
In a millefoil Eden the young king 
Poises between friends, anxious as his hounds, 
As if the chase were not always to begin, 
As if the Hamlet in his heart stayed 
Not the spears, rough-hafted, from their course. 


Caught between ages, human and divine, 
The king and his companions, now as then, 
Poise as to the sounding of a horn, 

While stationed in the trees one servant calls, 
Who probably has seen the unicorn. 
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Beard matted in mammoth-dung, | 
Cain caught in a hell of sun _ 
And sunstriped tigers with teeth 
Of sun, and the mammoth 
Stomping in the underbrush, 
Knew in his animal guts that birth 
Is the final destruction of Paradise. 


And at the fountain of the heart 

The virgin and the hunter wait, 

The one with stealth and spear 
And snare, the one by odor of desire, 
To tempt the saviour from his lair, 
The lover springs in spite of fear, 
Long since the serpent fouled and fled, 
And who will keep the panther sweet, 
Or save the blood-lipped lion 

From his own thirst? 


The lover- 
Saviour dips his horn, 
The maiden and the panther drink, 
The spearman toasts unto the king, 
But who will heal the unicorn? 


ACT II 


THE UNICORN TRIES TO ESCAPE 


Yet who has seen him? Who, 

For that matter, the lion, 

The panther, or the elephant, who hath 
No knees, but like a child, 

Fallen is helpless, and is safely killed. 
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And side by side, the dragon 
And the basilisk, the amphisboena, 
The salamander that lives in fire. 


Part horse, part antelope; tail 
Of a lion, some say, that from 
That meek behind might lash 
The felon with a hidden nail. 
An horne of foure fote long, 
As if two caught in an instant 
Profile, fortunate metaphor 
For Father and His Son 
Wound in a holy fusion. 

Some say the beard of a goat, 
His stature; some mild, 
Some, lecherous. 


Uncaught, 
Not unbelieved, he rears within 
The mythologic wood, and more 
Is real the more he is unseen. 
Girded in faith the varlet and the king 
Silently slip inward on their dream. 


ACT HI 
THE UNICORN DEFENDS HIMSELF 


& Monoceros is an Unycorne: and a right 
Cruell beast. And is not with might 
Taken, hound-leap or spear-tip, 

Bears not his thigh-bone white 


In fear; but like Achille’s lip 

Bit bloodless, drawn up 

By Priam’s gate, Patroclus dead, 
War’s cause forgotten, and the ships 
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That would not bear him homeward. 

In hounds and kings his single sword 

Shrieks like a tempest, and his tail 


Is a raised scourge about their heads. 


à 


Is this what purged the pool, 

What ringed by spears like spokes 
Reared like a doe? (And where 

Is Pentheus, the Theban fool, 

The Tyrrhene seamen, scales 

At groin-hollow, gills at their 
Earlobes?) From hounds like rocks 

He strikes the blood like wine, 

With wrathful tail, with crucifying horn. 


ACT IV 


THE UNICORN IS CAPTURED BY THE MAIDEN 


Whereas in Africa, the old men tell, 

The lure ofttimes the fierce rhinoceros 

With a she-monkey on a string; who greets 
His naily nose with fingers schooled 

In arcane subtleties of lice and fleas. 

All of a joy the wrinkled sullen beast 

Turns up all fours, in a delicate frenzy. 

And so the hunters come, shedding their fear, 
And churn his guts to jelly with their spears. 


With how much more compassion this raw maid 
Awaits monoceros coyly by the pool, 
Unsheathes her bosom to his holy lips 

And watches where the sullen varlet creeps 
Among the foliage, poising now to call. 


O good Saint Venus, by your grace, 
Whiter than Dian and twice as chaste, 
In your lap and mercy lie, 
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Rapt in sensual heresy, 
Half your lover, half your son, 
The cuckold king, the judased unicorn. 


ACT V 


THE UNICORN IS WOUNDED AND BROUGHT 
TO THE CASTLE 


Then tilted time unbalances us all, 
Means over ends, spear-thud 

And hound-yap, shoving among the leaves, 
Hissing through teeth, and blood 
Brighter than the bite of fear. 

Not reason, death, or love can keep, 

Nor kill-time tapestry encoil 

The fifth-act rush and stumble of our fall. 


fresh 


Slain, the sword that slew, and the scourge 
Scourged; five the holes wherefrom 
The pure is smeared with his own blood. 


The Prince is dead: long live 
The King and Queen. The courtiers will not look, 
And the lean hounds are uninquisitive. 


Yet who is dead? for no Horatio 
Holws for his friend, or clutches at the cup; 

The prompter riffles through the folio, 

The chittering actors hush, and in the pit 

The groundlings gawk and shuffle with their feet. 
For who is dead, and who, and who will come 
And couplet us the end, and send us home? 
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| EPILOGUE: THE UN 


UNICORN IN CAPTIVITY 


And all this Francis sets before his queen: 
Triumph of maid and fall of unicorn; 
And in the odor of her sweetness sleeps, 
For ofttimes virgins marry and princes creep 
Chastened to their laps. 


Di The least domestic beast, 
Mateless and motherless, bends to a breast; 

In Dian’s ring the one-horned stag is tied 

In navel-nuptial to virgin bride; x 
aM While in the chamber chastely she turns her head, — 
Seeing in woven dream the midnight wood, . 
Where, self-begotten, the kinless unicorn 
Betrays himself to death to be reborn. 
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Note: In the Unicorn series at the Cloisters in New York there are 
six tapestries and fragments of another. Five of these were in all probabili- — 
ty made for Anne of Brittany in celebration of her marriage to Louis XII. 
The first and seventh tapestries, somewhat later in date than the others, 
may have been added to the original set when Francis I married Anne’s _ 
daughter and heir. 
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WISCONSIN POEMS 


WISCONSIN WINTER 


Snow: in the trackings of spiders 
the Canadian wind at the farmerwindows 


the trailertrucks from Twin Cities heating down U.S. 51 i | 
going for Chicago and following our fenceline i 


the ground squirrels: skinny and lost 
and looking for the Old Year's acorns 


the farmen fires the greenwood into the fieldstones 
the longfrost into his floorboards 

the hand of his wife in his 

stonehard and honed like the hickory axehandle 


He calls for his coffee: and then one more 
_in the dung of the cows: the genesis of all his mornings | 


the Wisconsin woman watching him go 
beyond the barn 

the tractorspreader and the cowpile steaming 
behind his wheels: 


the farmer: warm in his guts 
and the Oldyear stiffening. 
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MORNING IN THE MIDWEST 


The First Edition and the Breakfast Table: 


They are having floods 


| in California: Texas needs Rain 


closer to Home some insane woman 


. leaped to her Death from a Downtown hotel 


Na 
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| and tiedup the traffic for just fifteen minutes. 
_ Luckily 
it wasnot the Rush Hour. 


| sawdust on a citystreet: flecks 
of Insanity splashing the feet 


of strong wholemen: the cleanup boys 


come to clean 


and looking for Meaning ten stories high: 


for a Sign: for a clue 


È the Wife comes with more coffee 
- her Man holds her close. 


SONG OF THE OUISCONSING 


this fallow: the flesh of the unplanted fields 
turns on its side in sleep 
and draws up its knees. 


the dream is dug in here: buried in the bunchgrasses. 
the empty land: 


| not saying the single word in the wooden boxes: 


| the piney boxes of the greenery days: 


| young pine smelling in the olden days. 


| stiff on the mornings when the choppers came: 


eV 


and the cross cuts. 
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trees are still here: unmoving we mean. 0° 
parts below the ground: 
owder busted into the frost line 


the new weeds stick like sliverings 
in the dead chippings: 


| the back forty is sawdust and slash: - 
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ROXANNE BE: 


When I met Roxanne Weswego again after twelve years 
I didn’t know she was going to die. My old man had got 


| tired of me laying around the farm after I was graduated 
- from high school, so he shipped me off to New Orleans. 


«If you’re too lazy to work, then you’d better get an 


- education, » he had told me. 


He sent me down to New Orleans to his old alma mater. _ 


That's where I met Roxanne again. She was a student at the 


- same college. Her old man and mine had been friends in their 


younger years and they used to come and visit us on the farm. 
They told her and me that we were cousins. But we weren't, 


E not really. 
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« Cousin, » she said to me after we had talked about old 
times, « why don’t you come on out to the house and have 
dinner with us tonight? » She had finely plucked eyebrows, 
the right one of which habitually arched and relaxed as her 
expressions altered from jubilance to a sort of gentle melan- 
choly. 

I told her that I didn’t want to intrude. 

« Intrude? » she said. «Do you know what would happen 


to me if I were to go home and tell papa I’d met the son of an 


old friend and di’n’t bring him home? Pd be shot at sunrise. 
Have mercy, sir, I’m too young to die. » 


We got in her new Chevy and drove for about ten miles 
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along a road bordered on one side by the Mississippi river, 
and on the other by mossy, brooding oaks, then turned up the 
gravel drive toward her house. But it wasn’t just an ordinary 
house; it was a manor in the antebellum style that slumbered 
in an enclosure of jack-pines and oaks. Slumbered, because it 
seemed to be bedded in a mattress of hyacinths and quilted 
thickly with tangled wisteria and morning-glory vines. Going 
up the drive I counted eight Doric columns; when I got out 
of the car I saw how the paint on the columns was microscopi- 
cally peeling. Chickens scuttled across the great porch as we 


‘mounted the steps. An aged hound dog gazed up at us with 


liquid eyes from where he lay by the door, then groaned and 
went back to sleep. 

I didn't even realize until after I had already experienced 
the disappointment that I had expected the inside of the 


| manor to be different. I had unconsciously anticipated some- 


thing shiny and lighted. And where was the Negro laughter, - 
the easy gaiety? Perhaps I had read too many romances, but 


_I expected those things in an antebellum manor. And, too, 


I thought there would be odors of pastries and perfumes and 


crisply clean curtains, instead of the musky smell of the dark 


hallway. 
« Jacqueline, » Roxanne shouted. « We have company, » 
and her voice faintly echoed through the emptiness of the 


‘house. « Roll out the brass band and kill a chicken. » 


« Male or female? » came a woman’s voice from another 
room. 

We entered the parlor. Roxanne’s mother entered from 
the veranda. She was a tall woman who wore a riding habit 
and carried a riding-crop which she flicked against her knee. 
She was taller than Roxanne but had the same acquiline nose 


and full lips and red hair. The graceful vitality of mother 


and daughter seemed almost hysterically incongruous with the 
gloomy house. 


I said hello, calling her « Mrs. Weswego. » 

«Pd better warn you, » Roxanne said, « she’ll never stand 
for your calling her that. She gets positively furious if you 
don’t call her Jacqueline. » 

Jacqueline said dinner would be ready in a few moments, 
and while Roxanne went to tell the cook to set another place 
at the table, Jacqueline and I sat down opposite each other 
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on two overstuffed chairs in front of ie hearth. She pulled 


her legs up in under her as she sat down, resting her elbows 
on her knees, and never ceased the flicking motion of the 
riding-crop. 


I answered various, polite questions as to the health and. 


welfare of my family. 

« Honest to God, » Jacqueline said at one point, « I never 
- get a chance to go anywhere anymore. I must visit your mother 

and father again one of these days. » 

Roxanne returned in a few minutes and we all went into 
the dining-room. 

The Negro cook was puffingly engaged in carrying the 
food from the kitchen and arranging it on the candle-lighted 
table. Perched placidly on her calicoed shoulder was an old, 
mouldy, nonchalant parrot. The parrot’s eyes were large with 
what seemed to be an expression of astonishment, an astonish- 
ment borne so long that it had become a profound, intractable 
‘boredom. 

« a hello,» the st ri at me, « awk, I like 
you, you're for the birds. I like you, you're for the birds. » 

i « That, » explained Roxanne, «is all that pompous old 
parrot knows. Papa taught it to him, but, good heavens, that 
was years ago. The beast hasn’t learned a word since. » 

I stared at the bird and the bird stared back. 

« Bertha, » Jacqueline said, « be sure and take Mr. Wes- 
‘wego’s dinner up to him before six. You know how upset — » 

« Yesum, yesum,» Bertha said, puffing off toward the 
kitchen again. « Knows my job round here mighty near as 
good as anybody else, reckon. » 

« You wait, » Jacqueline threatened, the slightest hint of 
levity in her tone. « I’m going to have the Klan on that inso- 
lent old cook yet. » 

«Oh, you’ve been saying that for years,» Roxanne told 
her mother; then, turning to me, she said, « Mother’s a bluff. » 

« Don’t be impertinent, young lady, » Jacqueline said, in- 
consequently. 

Throughout dinner the banter, the humor edged with a 
sort of cynicism, continued. I ate very little, enthralled as I 
was with the novelty of observing a mother and daughter who 
acted like sisters, a relationship which their physical appear- 

ance did not belie. I wondered a time or two, my own thoughts 


355 


AN: ects. 


i - 5 se LE YE 
Be E A TT nl à td 


bowl; the parrot hopped down from her shoulder, nimbled | 


‘with a glint of delight in his eyes. 


“CLANCY CARLILE 
“seemingly influenced by their good natured mockery, whether | 
or not the ladies might have bees in their bonnets. But before | 
the meal was half finished I had assimilated the incongruities | 
and had joined in the banter. I was telling them how my 
mother had wanted me to become a minister after en | 
how lazy I was. Bertha returned to take away the remains of 
dinner; the parrot was still perched on her shoulder, stateljl | | 
and indifferent. 

« After all,» I was saying, « what job is more suited to a 
lazy man than being a preacher? That’s what mother thought, 
anyway. And think of the security. Isn't God — » 

« And liquor, » Jacqueline added in evident anticipation | 
of my comment; then, seeing that I was reluctant to milk the | 
statement of its wit, she continued for me. «God and liquor, | 
yes, the most secure business enterprises in the world. Never 
out of fashion. Yes, you were saying? » i 

Bertha leaned over the table to pick up an empty soup. 


across the table with the crotchety dignity of a king, inspect- | 
ing the plates of food as he went. « Say, » the parrot squawked 
in non-committal judgement of the left-over morsels. « Say.» 
Bertha waddled back toward the kitchen. 
«Come back here, Bertha,» Jacqueline called. « Come | 
back here and take this poor man's peacock off the table. » 
Bertha continued on her way, mumbling something about 
having only two hands; the bird began to peck at the pudding | 


« All right, then, » Jacqueline said with pretended finality. | 
Reaching down, she picked up the riding-crop she had placed | 
by her chair. With a ka-whack! across the table, accompanied | 
with the clatter of shattering china, she brought the crop 
squarely down on the bowls of pudding, missing the parrot’s 
head by scant inches. The parrot « Awk» ed and scuttled | 
off the table with outraged dignity. With a flutter of ineffec- 
tive wings the bird managed to blunder out of range of the 
crop; then, hopping upon a frayed chair in the corner by 
the kitchen door, he proceeded to castigate Jacqueline with 
a torrent of parrot invectives, his courage seemingly proportion- | 
ate to the distance between he and his attacker. | 

«If we’d taught that foul little fowl to swear in English, » 
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Roxanne said, « you’d be a very insulted woman right now, 
- mama dear.» 

a « Now, Roal, » she said to me, assuming an odd expression 
of detatchment, « you were saying... » 

7 And so we continued the meal, the table and food dishes 
_ flecked and splattered with sprayed pudding. I wiped the 
n pudding off my face but didn’t bother with that splashed 
… across my shirt and coat; Roxanne and Jacqueline didn’t seem 
| to mind the pudding on themselves, so why should 1? 

We had finished what was left of the dinner and were 
sipping coffee, Roxanne and I listening attentively to Jacque- 
line reminisce about older days, when Mr. Weswego’s voice 
rang out from one of the upstairs rooms. He demanded to 
know who it was they were talking to. 

« You know very well who it is, Carson, » Jacqueline shout- 
ed back at him. « Bertha told you when she took your dinner 
up. » 

«Oh, yes,» Mr. Weswego conceded. His voice dropped 
from that of a commander to a tone of defeat. « Yes, well, 
tell young Roal not to go until he’s paid his respects to me. 
I knew his father, you know, but, let me see, that — » 

« Yes, we know you knew his father. We all know him. . 
Don’t worry, he’ll come up and say hello before he leaves. » 
Jacqueline had silenced him with that conjugal irritativeness 
which would have seemed to me, a comparative stranger, in 
bad taste had it not been for her seemingly innate gracefulness, 
a quality that precluded any possibility of bad taste. 

Before we had finished our second cup of coffee Roxanne 
had invited me to a party that a fraternity was giving that 
night, and I had accepted. It sounded like a wonderful way 
to get acquainted with the people I’d be going to school with. 
Roxanne said we would have to hurry, so she escorted me up 
the stairs and to her father’s room where I could say hello 
before leaving. 

« And don’t keep him too long, will you, papa? » Roxanne 
asked after Mr. Weswego and I had exchanged greetings and 
shook hands. « He's such good company that Jacqueline wants: 
to talk with him again if we have time before going to the 
party. » 

Her father touched her face gently with his knobbly hand. 
« You seem so happy,» he said to her in a rattling voice; his 
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eyes in their deep sockets were like stagnant pools of water. 
He spoke as though he were in a reverie. « Good, » he said, | 
«I won't keep him long if he makes you that happy. Roxanne, 


I...» His voice trailed off and died. The reverie was gone. 


«Yes, dear papa? » She smiled and tilted her head, the | 
wisps of her red hair falling across her mouth. | 

«No. No, nothing. Run along now. » 

Roxanne flitted down the stairs. I accompanied Mr. Wes- 
wego into his room and took a seat at the old man’s beckoning. 
He sat down in a well-used chair; the remains of his dinner 
was on the table beside the chair with a dusty lamp. 

«Ive been reading,» he said, indicating a book on the 
floor at his feet, «some tales — by Scott, you know. There 


was a fine writer for you.» Mr. Weswego had a protruding 


brow which made his eye sockets cavernous. He had long, 
grizzled hair and a cadaverous appearance that caused me to 
think of a dead lion, or how I imagined a dead lion would 
look, should look, anyway. « Your father, Roal, he used to 
be quite an admirer of Scott’s, too, you know.» And then he 
began a long monologue about how he and my father used to 
like Scott and how they had once put glue in a college profes- — 
sor’s seat. | 

I didn’t understand much of what he said. He seemed to 
lapse into a deep reverie when he spoke, and, though his 
mind appeared to travel along one general track, there were 
large gaps in his speech. It was as if he might have forgotten 
or neglected to say aloud many words that his mind gave him 


to say. 


At the first opportunity I tried to excuse myself and get 
back to Roxanne. 

«Got to go, eh?» he asked, shaking his shaggy head. 
« Well, I just wanted to ask you... You know, Roal, it’s about 


| the saddest thing I’ve ever had to face in my life. What do you 


think of it? » He must have judged from the expression on 
my face that I didn’t know what he was talking about. « You 
know anything about leukemia? » He spoke again without i 
waiting for me to answer, and his words had the bitterness of 
a curse, «Six months! » he snorted. « Well, and I don’t hold | 
it against anybody, the way they live... Even if it is my own 
kinfolk, eh? No, sir. a person’s got to go... If they know about 
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it, they got the right to go like they want to. That's the way 
I look at it.» 
I didn’t dare ask him what he was talking about; I might 
not have ever been rid of him if I had. 


«But still, I can’t quite... For instance, I asked her the 


| other day what she was living for, or wanted to live for, and I 
haven't got much time left, so... Well, Roal, do you know 
_ what she said? » 

7 I ventured a timid, « No, sir. » I was perched on the edge 
of the chair, awaiting his permission to leave. 

« ‘Laughs.’ That’s what she said, ‘Laughs.’ And begged me 
to do the same. Well, sir, do you know what I told her to do? 
I told her to laugh. You laugh, » he ordered, pointing at me 
with a crooked finger. 

« What? » I said. « Me, laugh? » 

« Yes, laugh. » 

The old man’s face didn’t betray a flicker of mockery 
or facetiousness, so I obliged by curling my lips and making 
a small, nervous sound in my throat. 

«Now do you know what you've done? Tl tell you: 
you've distorted your face and made a noise. Right? Well, I 
ask you, does that seem like enough to spend the last few 
days of your life doing? » 

« No, sir, re-bob, » I said. 

«I should say not! If that were the case all human 


aspirations should be directed toward becoming a jackass, — 


shouldn’t they? Yes, indeed. » 
« Yes, indeedy, » I said. 
« Or this: can you imagine a jackass religion? All the 
people kneeling before a statue of a donkey and saying, ‘Now 
I lay me down to live...” Uh, let me see now, ‘Now I lay me 
down to live, I pray the jackass my laugh to give.’ There. Now 
wouldn’t that be a pretty kettle of fish? » 
I allowed as how it would, yes. 
The old man was silent for a few moments, contemplating 
his own profundity. I made a motion toward rising. 
« Well, I’ve kept you long enough, » he said. He pushed 
‘himself up from the chair and escorted me to the door. 
- «Well,» he murmured, shaking my hand, «I’m glad to see 
| you, too, have a stiff upper lip.» 
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“As 1 ant and descended the stairs e, where Rox- 


anne waited with her coat on, I wiggled my upper lip and | 
| was reassured of its suppleness. 


II 


It was a regular fraternity party, all right. We started out 
drinking mintjuleps and degenerated to boilermakers before 
ten o’clock. I didn’t do much drinking at first because I 


couldn't remember whether I had promised my old man not 
to drink or not to get drunk. I finally resorted to mental 


telepathy. I closed my eyes and asked him and a voice said 


- distinctly, « Come on, Roal, you turd, have a drink. » It didn’t 
sound much like my old man’s voice, but that was probably | 
because it had to come from such a long distance. And who . 


was I to argue with extrasensory preceptions? 


Roxanne was a peculiar case. She drank «to subdue this | 


awful animation, » she said. But the more she drank the more 
vivacious she became, and by eleven oclock she was reeling, 
so I suggested we leave. I didn’t want to have to take her 
home drunk. 

« Where did you leave the car? » I asked, being new in 
the city and not remembering the streets, We were walking 


along a dimly lighted street in the French Quarter, my arm 


around her shoulders to steady her. 

She said, « What? » and then shrieked, « There it goes! » 
She pointed at an enormous Cadillac moving along the street 
with a Negro behind the wheel and an old, frowning woman 
in the rear seat. «It’s been stolen, Roal! » 

«Come on, Roxanne,» I said. 

« Well, aren’t you going to do something? That woman’s 


stolen my car. Get the police. Help! Help, police! » she called. 
« Some terrible old hag’s stolen my car. You must get it back. 


for me, Roal. What will papa say? » 
« Shhhhhh, » I shushed, « people are looking. » 


«Oh, I don’t care,» she said; and then as we walked 


along: « Roal, sweet, isn’t it positively wonderful, this being 


intoxicated? Isn’t it? Let’s go back to the party, Roal. » 
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I kept her walking down the street, but suddenly she | 
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stopped, threw her head back, and said, « Roal! Roal, look! 
Look at the moon. There’s a sight for you, isn’t it? The new 
- moon’s in the old moon’s arms. » 


I staggered to regain my balance after looking up in an 


effort to find the moon. My vision was a trifle blurred. « Yes, 
by golly, it sure is. » 


à 


« Think how thrilling and cosy it must be for the new 
moon, all cuddled up there in the old moon’s arms,» she 
murmured, breathing and exhaling with a sigh. 

« Not very private though, I shouldn’t think, with all the 
world looking at them. » 

«Oh, now you're being boorish, » Roxanne pouted. « Real- 
ly. Do you think that kind of love needs privacy? Why, if I 
could be there...» She thought for a moment, her face reflect- 
ing wonder and love, and then she said, « Yes! Yes, 1 would, 
I'd strip before the whole world for that kind of love.» She 
laughed. 

Finally she told me where we had parked the car and we 
found it and Roxanne suggested we go for a ride to Grand 
Isle, just down the road a couple of miles. We drove for fifty 


. miles before we even came to the causeway that leads to Grand 


Isle. I parked the car on a little embankment overlooking the 
ocean. Roxanne had sung all the songs she knew over and 
over while we were driving, and now her voice was thick and 
whispery. When she talked it sounded like gravel being softly 
shoveled. 

«It’s such a lovely night,» she said; and then after a 
few moments of silence: « Roal, let’s take the blanket and go 
sit down on the beach, shall we? Yes, let’s do.» 

There was only a sough of a wind and the night was warm 
and the beach looked inviting with the moonlight riding the 
surf inward like whipped cream, so we took the blanket off 
the seat and ran down the declivity to the blanched sand. 
Roxanne ran ahead, dashing along the edge of the water where 
the sand was firm. I ran after her for a long way down the 
strand, but pretty soon I began to wonder if she was going to 
stop at all. We were already under the cliffs and away from 
the beach road and still she continued to run. Finally she fell 
on the sand so out of breath that she couldn’t have run another 
step. I puffed up behind her, dragging my feet and laughing 
because it was good to be exhausted there on the sand and 
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she was laughing when she could get her breath and the 


moonlight made the sand silver and gay, or something like : 
gay, because the beach and surf seemed to be laughing too. 
« Sand’s wet, feel, » I said after getting my breath. I could 
feel the dampness soaking through my trousers. ii 
«And oh so cool.» She touched her cheek to it for a 
moment. iif 
I suggested we move up to the dry sand under the cliffs; 
she said yes, so I took the blanket up the strand and spread 
it out at the base of the cliffs, and then turned around and 


_ saw her frolicking in the surf. She had taken off her shoes and . 
was standing knee deep in the foaming waves, holding her | 


dress up to prevent its getting wet. As the surf ran out she | 
would follow it, keeping always about knee deep, and then | 
when a big wave came rumbling in she would wait until it 
got close and then make a run for the shore, trying to keep — 
ahead of it, and she made a noise about halfway between a 
laugh and a scream when the wave would get so close that it 
began to lap at her backside. 

I watched her, thinking how I°d never seen anything 
more than her doing that out there in the moonlight. The 
surf seemed to have joined in the game, both of them knowing 
the rules, like a puppy that runs barking at heel, pretending 
to be angry but just playing all the while, never biting hard 
enough to hurt. 

Presently she came from the surf and ran across the 
stretch of beach and fell down on the blanket, panting and 
flushed and smiling. We lay side by side for a long while 
without a word, me with my arm around her, she stretched 
out against me, smelling like ocean and apples. I kissed her 
for the first time then, lightly, falling into the easy rhythm 
of the breeze and rolling surf. When I pulled away she said, 
« Hello, » and smiled. Her hair was ruffled and the moon was 
coming over the cliffs and shining on the redness. 

« Remember that summer? » I asked, a little incredulous- : 
ly, remembering. 

« Hmmmmmm, » she murmured. 

The noise of the waves on the sand rumbled like the 
spring had at the beginning of our seventh summer, when 
Roxanne had come to visit the farm. She had had freckles 
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- and braided hair and I had stuck my tongue out at her as 
a greeting while my mother’s back was turned. 
| «Yes, I remember.» The breeze fanned a wisp of her 
_ hair across her eyes. 
« We made nets and caught grasshoppers, » I said, unblink- 
ing in reverie now, feeling the logginess of diminishing in- 
| toxication, the sleepiness, seeing again the apples blossom and 
| ripen in the passing days when we were very young, when we 
- had chased through the May and wolfy woods in search of 
spring lambs. Lambing season had passed and there were no 
more wolves so we had made nets and caught grasshoppers. E 
«Best of all I remember the baby sparrows,» Roxanne — 
said. We had, one day in the middle of summer, loped like oy 
a couple of crazy lambs down the slope of a hill and into the 
apple orchard behind the barn where we found a sparrow’s 
nest. The mother sparrow scolded us from the top branches 
as I helped Roxanne climb the tree, then shinnied up after 
her. We peeked into the nest. There were four baby sparrows. 
When they heard us they threw their heads back and opened 
their yellow beaks and cawed for food. At Roxanne’s sugges- 
tion we had fed them our fingers; the sparrows had tried to 
swallow them and their throats were warm and soft and we 
giggled at the crazy birds that thought they were getting 
worms. All that week we returned daily to the tree, or until 
the birds grew big enough to know when they were being | 
fed fingers instead of worms, and then one day they were 
gone. The nest filled with fallen apple blossoms. 
Whispering, my voice softened with the unsecret sin, I 
said, « I remember... I remember a great deal about that sum- © 
mer. What about the morning we scampered out after break- 
fast into the orchard? » 
« Shhhh, » she said. 
We had kicked the fallen apples as we went. We had been 
wearing our winter shoes for the first time; the summer had 
raced across the land, leaving the earth strewn with apples 
and our feet hiding in shoes. The leaves reddened like fruit 
then. Our breath made long balloons of frost on the air. In 
the east rain clouds were rumbling and curdling among 
themselves, lying blue and low on the ground like winter 
chimney smoke. «That was when we saw the snake,» I 
continued aloud. « We teased him with a stick while his little 
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|. forked tongue darted out at us. We tried to catch him, remem- 


old man had closed in a ewe with an old, panting, running-- 


loft ahead of me and I could see up her dress. In the loft 
she held my hand and we sat down in the sweet rotting hay. | 
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ber? but he slithered into the grain shed and disappeared] 
under some bundles of corn. Funny, the tail disappearing like: 
that, just like summer... » 

« Shhhhh, » Roxanne repeated. « Stop there. Don’t say the: 
rest of it.» | 

I fell silent, listening to the sussurus of an ebbing tide: 
spill down the beach. I remembered how we had crawled | 
up the stacks of corn, and when we reached the top of the: 
stack we were looking over into a forbidden stall where my! 


nosed ram. The ram was making sounds in his throat as he: 
tried to mount the humped and wall-eyed ewe. We settled! 
ourselves on the corn to watch without speaking. We hugged || 
our knees, owling at the sight. It made a thick, sweet taste 
come into the back of my throat. Roxanne giggled, I remem-: 
bered. i 

Afterwards we played animal. 

«Let's play animal.» Roxanne had said. 

I asked her if she wanted to play wolves, but she said, 
«No,» and I said, « Mice? » and she said, « Let's go up into | 
the loft and play sheep.» She climbed up the ladder to the 


I didn’t know if I wanted to play sheep or not. 
« Scaredy cat. Are you a scaredy cat, Roal? » | 
A sweet taste came into my throat when she started taking | 
off her clothes; the smell of rotted hay was in my nose, and 
I didn’t know if it was thunder that thumped and echoed > 
against the sky’s ceiling, or whether the thunder was just a | 
noise in my ears. Then we were naked. She looked at me; 
she smelled of sweet rotting hay and promises of rain. 
«Come on, Roal,» she coxed, smiling. « Don’t you want 
to play sheep? Here, like this, see? » She got down on her 
hands and knees and bleated across the hay and she was 
pink in the light that was fast fading before the coming storm. 
We butted across the hay and baaaaed and touched each other 
until she said she was supposed to be the ewe and wasn’t 
supposed to butt and there was a terrible excitment and rotted | 
sweetness in me and thunder in my ears as she played the | 
ewe, waiting humped and wall-eyed, and I was the ram and | 
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baaing and that's when I looked over at the trap-door in the 
loft and saw my father’s face there, looking at us. 
' We scrambled for our clothes. But we didn't have time 
| to get fully dressed before he was up in the loft and holding 
a piece of mule harness in his hand. He beat us until we had 
blisters on our legs and then he took us into the big house 
and locked me in my room. 

The room was dark, either because there was no light or 

I couldn't see through the tears in my eyes. Rain had begun 
to rattle on the roof. 

The rains continued for a long, long time after Roxanne 
had been sent away from the farm. I waited at the window 
each day for either the summer sun to return or for the 
white and holy snow to fall. 

«I hoped each day the snow would come before Christ- 
mas, » I said, still in an unblinking reverie. « But in the end 
there was nothing. » 

We were silent again for a moment. We listened to the 
‘surf and the breeze against the cliffs and looked into the 
pale sky. Her cheek was warm against mine. 

«I think, » Roxanne whispered finally, « I think we were 
in love then... weren’t we? » She left the «too» unsaid but 
implied. I raised my head and looked down. She wasn’t 
laughing anymore, not even smiling. She wore an expression 
of infinitely serene melancholy. 

« This is lovely, » she said, obviously unsure as to whether 
“or not to divert the thoughts she read in my eyes. « Isn’t it? 
Isn’t it lovely? » 

When I kissed her throat I felt her voice with my lips. 
I kissed her mouth then; we looked at each other as we 
kissed. At first I was gentle, but soon our breath quickened 
and the kisses became brutal. I bit her lip and she whined. 

Then, without deliberation on my part, I suddenly had 
my hand on her breast. I trembled with apprehension, the 
thick, sweet taste in my throat again as it had been many 
years before. I could see her throat jump with each pulse of 
her heart, and I was scared, hearing my own heart. Instead 
of pushing my hand away, she placed her own hand on mine 

. and squeezed. 

I kissed her again, for a long while, and fumbled around 

her breasts and she pressed herself closer and her fingers cut 
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_ for a moment to get my breath. 
«What's the matter, Roal? » she asked, whispered, realy, 
as if she were uttering a secret. « What’s wrong? » 


«Wrong? Nothing’s wrong,» I said; then I changed my 


mind and told her the truth, lee « Well, I guess T’ 
kind of scared,» and I smiled at my own absurdity. 


«Roal? » Her breath was quick and short. Her breasts” 
were heaving and I could feel her heart beat under my hand. | 
« Roal, I’m scared too. I’m scared, you won't hurt me will you, | 


oh, please... » 
« No, I won’t hurt, » I said. 


III 


We lay on the beach a long time in a silence broken only | 
by the incessant surf and wind and the diminishing sounds of | 
our hearts, our breath. Roxanne was beautiful and young and | 


gay and we were in love. I had never been happier in my life. 
« And you? » I asked her. « Are you happy too? » 
«It seems too good to last very long, doesn’t it to you, 
sweet Roal? People aren’t allowed to be too happy too long. » 
« But us,» I said. 
« Yes, just think, Pm so happy I could kill myself.» She 
laughed. 
« And love? » 
She nodded. «I love,» she said. 
But there was something vaguely wrong. We waited, feel- 
ing the silence around us like a panther Raed for sleep. At 
last I sat up; I stretched, then flexed my shoulders. The moon 


was sinking below the horizon of the ocean, running a long | 


pathway of moonlight from where it touched the waters to 
where the surf tumbled on the sand below us. Like a golden 


sidewalk, I thought, like streets of solid gold. I wondered if | 
Heaven could be comparable. I felt good, all right, but still | 
it seemed like a little rat of displeasure kept gnawing au | 


at some crust of emotion deep down inside me. 


« Roxanne, » I said. I felt her eyes on my back. « Roxanne, — 
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you've done... that before, haven't you?» I felt her body 
suddenly stiffen where our legs touched. 

A short silence, and then: « What? Done what? » 

I sniffed; pulling my legs up and resting my elbows on 

my knees, I a one of my feet sideways and looked at 
the shoe-sole. « That... you know, what we did. » 
à «Oh, yes, » she answered; she didn’t seem to know whe- 
ther to be sad or comical, then finally she decided on the 
comical: « Yes, lots of times with lots of men. Just hundreds 
and hundreds, didn’t you know? Why, heavens, I don’t even 
remember the names of some. » 

I wanted to say I was sorry, to forget I had asked, but 
the mockery in her voice discouraged any serious apology. 

She sat up, smoothed her dress across her knees. « Yes, 
I have, Roal, » she said in a soft, melancholy voice. 

I hastened to obstruct any confessions she might feel 
obligated to make: «It’s not that, not the act. I was just 
wondering about your loving me. Whether it was for the first 
time, I mean.» My throat tightened and I could hardly force 
the words out. « Silly, isn’t it? » 

She shook her head and her disordered hair caught the 
dying moonlight and sparkled. « No,» she murmured. « I’ve 
never loved before.» And then: « It’s not silly of you to ask, 
you have every right if it spoils things for you. » 

« No, no, no,» I said hastily. I put my arm around her 
. and drew her head down to my shoulder. « Not spoiled.» I 

felt now and again a dry, convulsive shudder pass through 


her body. « Look, » I said, lifting her downcast face and point- 


ing it oceanward. « Look, a golden sidewalk to the moon. Shall 
we take it? Walk out to the moon, jump in the saddle and 
ride her to wherever she goes? Where would we go, do you 
think, huh? Don’t cry, Roxanne, Don’t cry. » 

She shook her head. « I’m not crying. » She cried slowly 
at first, then the tears began and she buried her face in her 
hands, and before I could offer any preventive consolation, she 
was sobbing. I touched her hair, telling her I was sorry, that I 
hadn’t meant to hurt her. 

« Oh, it’s nothing, » she said, « but the aftermath of being 
so afraid, I guess. » But then she changed her mind and told 
me she didn’t know why she was crying; then she said it was 
because she was afraid I might not respect her anymore; then 
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but she jerked away. « Don’t look at me with my eyes all red | 


«Don't cry.» 

«Tm not crying. It’s just that things are never right, they 
never are. I thought everything tonight was so honest-to-God 
lovely and right, but nothing ever is. » 

We fell into a long slience then that lasted until the East 
began to yawn with light, throwing out across the rest of the 
sky a peculiarly murky and heavy and chilly grayness. At my 


arms about each other; I dragged the blanket in the sand 
behind us. We were feeling slow and sleepy with a sort of 
mellowness that comes with fatigue. Roxanne had long since 
ceased to cry; she was even becoming gay again, laughing at 
the least little things, not because the things were funny, but 
just, she said, « because it’s good to be alive and feeling good 
and close to someone you love.» She leaned her head on me 
as we walked. 

As we drove homeward we talked excitedly of all the 
things we planned to do in the near and distant future. Rox- | 
anne wanted to get married right away and go to Mexico and 
live over a butcher shop in a little apartment where she could 
mend my socks and cook me ox-tail soup when we became 
too poor to afford anything else. I persuaded her to wait until 
after I was graduated from college, telling her what my old 
man had told me about education and lazy men. Then we 
sang all the songs we knew. | 

When we got near her house I asked her if it wouldn’t 


be better for me to get off and hike into the city and let her | 


drive the car on home. She laughed. 

«No, you’re coming home with me,» she said. 

« But don’t you think we ought to let your folks cool off? 
After all, Pve kept you out all night. Your old man might be 
waiting with a shotgun, who knows? » 

She laughed at me as if I had been the butt of some joke. 

I made Roxanne enter the door first, then I peeked around 


the door, hoping for some miracle that would save me from | 
the wrath of an outraged father. But as luck would have it, | 
there they were, Mr. Weswego and J acqueline standing in the | 
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vestry, waiting. I began blubbering as soon as I saw them, 
being sure all the while that they didn’t get between me 
and the open door. I cursed myself for not having even invent- 
ed a good lie as a reason for our tardiness. A wreck? A flat 
_ tire? My brain was churning up answers, but none of them 
seemed to coagulate into some grand, all-excusable lie. 

À «Good morning Jacqueline, good morning, papa, » Rox- 
anne said; she ran up and kissed her father on the cheek. 

They both greeted her with wishes for a good morning. 

My eyes must have been popping from their sockets with 
amazement at the happy, easy scene. «We waited up to see 
if you were all right,» Mr. Weswego told her, and then he 
turned on me with a cheerful hello. 

« You’d better be off to bed, young lady,» Jacqueline 
told Roxanne. 

Roxanne started up the stairs, then turned, her hand rest- 
ing on the rail. « Pll see you tonight, then, for sure, Roal? » 

- she asked. 

I couldn't answer, but I did manage a nod. As she disap- 
peared around the first turning of the stairs, I started backing 
toward the door. It was then that Mr. Weswego invited me in 
to breakfast with them. I declined, but he insisted, smiling 
for the first time. 

« Uh-oh, » I thought, «here it comes. » But as I was trail- 
ing them into the dining room I couldn’t detect the least 
appearance of anger in their manner. In fact there was a 
gladness about them which led me to believe they actually 
encouraged our affair. It was then that I realized who Mr. 
Weswego had meant when he spoke of someone having six 
months to live. That was when I first realized Roxanne was 
going to die. 
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DER TOD DES SCHAUSPIELERS 


Der viele Leben in sich schloss, der heute 
Ein König sich in hohem Purpur trug, 
Und morgen mit der Narrenpritsche schlug, 
Der lachte, weinte, wie ein Gott die Beute 


Der Stunde ganz, die wandelt sein Gesicht, 

— Was ist mit ihm? Was spielt er da? Er kniet, 
Er stammelt töricht, und sein Lachen flieht. 

Was wird sein Haupt so weiss im Lampenlicht? 


Er soll doch lachen? Doch er stockt und staunt. 
Er zittert ja. Er hat das Wort verloren. 

Er dreht den Kopf umher und spitzt die Ohren. 
Was hört er denn? Was wird ihm zugeraunt? 


Und grauenvolle Stille wandert um. 

Man hört der Frauen Atem gehn, den Schrecken 
Die Finger nach den blossen Schultern strecken, 
Kaum hörbar knacken, durch das Grauen stumm. 


Da — fällt er hin. Um seinen Schlund geballt 
Erscheint ein Griff von einer grossen Hand. 

— Sie drückte kurz ihn zu und sie verschwand — 
Er aber liegt, die Hände tief gekrallt 


In einen Teppich. Und das Licht geht aus. 
Wahnsinn des Schweigens. Doch der Vorhang weht 
Um einen Schatten, der im Dunkel steht 

Und von der schwarzen Bühne starrt ins Haus. 
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È Siehe Daniel, 
_  suchend im blätternden Wind 
der Nacht 


wo verlorene Träume 
wie Fischmäuler atmen 
da angelt er mit dem Dorn der Erinnerung — 


so geht ausserhalb 

wer Tote sucht — 

denn Haut ist keine Grenze 
für die Meteore der Sehnsucht 
nur Köcher für den Pfeil 

der Auferstehung. 


Schon schmeckt die Zunge Sand im Brot 
schon bricht die Zeit das Salz im Blick 
auch bröckelt Tod an meinem Leib 
sich Aussichtspunkte 

und siegelt wieder den Verrat mit Eis. 


Wort hauchte seine Seele aus 
Schritt steigt schon treppenlos im Glauben 
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fur Echo ist was hier noch klagt 
Vergangen ist schon Gott zu dir. 


Und du riefst un riefst 

und der Gesichte Fächer öffnete sich: 
die Liebe ein Blutstein 

im Herzschrank der Luft 


Ehrfurcht dieses reife Weizenfeld 
neigte sich vor dem Wintermund der Geheimnisse. 


Hier wird Musik gespielt aus Herzen 
Salut aus Blutadern 

und die Cherubim schmücken sich 
mit des Heimwehs Feuerfedern 

diese abgestürzten Versuche zu Gott — 


Das Kind 
aus den Liebesguirlanden der Mutter gerissen 
verwundet bis in den Anbeginn der Schöpfung. 


Die Sonne aus dem Hafen der Augen gezogen 
zu Asche verweint. 


Grünbewachsener Spielball 
mit Ozeanensalz getränkt 
rückwärts in Sintflut gefallen 
aus Kinderfingern 

die zeigten 

rauchend 

auf Gott — 


Kein Wort birgt den magischen Kuss 
der meinen Staub aufhält. 


Am Rande sagen die Leute « Warte » Bi; 
warte auf die goldene Zeugung der Sehnsucht: Ruhe — © 
un ich sage zu meinen Augen: | 
bleibt offen und wartet ES. 
denn der Horizontenring birgt auch fiir euch na 
die goldene Zeugung der Sehnsucht 
— Ruhe — 


Aber wer kann mondhingerissene Meere 
mit einem Wiegenwort halten? 


Oder der Abendröte gebrochene Blume Nu 
zurückverpflanzen in den blendenden Tag? 110 


SE GE 


Staubkörner rede ich 

im Flussbett des Leidens weint mein Blut 
Nacht ist der blaugeträumte Feuerstein 
darauf die Sonnen der Befreiung schlagen. 


Wäre mein Schlaf 

schon deine Dienerin 

der letzte Stoff 

den die Gestirne bis zum Tode läutern 

die dunkle Schale die mein Schmerz gewittert 
für deiner Rose Duft 

und hohen Anbeginn — 
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Schaue auf das Urbild, das dir auf de m 
Berge gezeigt wurde, und führe es aus 
2. Mose 25.40. 


Röchelnde Umwege — 
in der Kehle reisst sich die Welt in Sri cke fúr Gott. 


Dein Finger im Sterben 
zeichnete luftig 


Menorah 
Sinai-Feuer-Leuchter — 
in lächelnder Erinnerung. 


Ach dass man so wenig begreift 
solange die Augen nur Abend wissen 


Fenster und Türen öffnen sich wie entgleist 
vor dem Aufbruchbereiten. 


Unruhe flammt 
Verstecke für Falter 
die Heimat zu beten beginnen. 


Bis endlich dein Herz 

die schreckliche Angelwunde 

in ihre Heilung gerissen wurde 

Himmel und Erde 

als Asche sich küssten in deinem Blick — 


O Seele — verzeih 
dass ich zurück dich führen gewollt 
an soviele Herde der Ruhe 


Ruhe 


Die doch nur ein totes Oasenwort ist. 
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Hinab glitt ich die Flüsse, von träger Flut getragen, 
da fühlte ich: es zogen die Treidler mich nicht mehr. 
Sie waren, von Indianern ans Marterholz geschlagen, 

ein Ziel an buntem Pfahle, Gejohle um sich her. 


Ich scherte mich den Teufel um Männer und um Frachten; 

wars flämisch Korn, wars Wolle, mir war es einerlei. 

Vorbei war der Spektakel, den sie am Ufer machten, 
hinunter gings die Flüsse, wohin, das stand mir frei. 


… Derweil die Tide tobte und klatschte an den Dämmen, 
flog ich, und es war Winter, wie Kinderhirne stumpf, 

dahin. Und wär es möglich, dass jemals Inseln schwämmen, 
kein solcher Gischt umbraust’ sie, kein ähnlicher Triumph. 


Ein leichter Korken, tanzt ich dahin auf steiler Welle: 
die erste Meerfahrt haben die Stürme benedeit. 

Von solcher Welle heisst es, sie töte und sie fälle — 

Die albernen Laternen der Häfen blieben weit! 


So süss kann Kindermündern kein grüner Apfel schmecken, 
wie mir das Wasser schmeckte, das grün durchs Holz mir 
| drang. 

Rein wuschs mich vom Gespeie und von den Blauweinflecken, 
| fort schleudert es das Steuer, der Enterhaken sank. 
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ARTHUR RIMBAUD — 
Des Meers Gedicht! Jetzt konnt ich mich frei darin ergehen, 
Griinhimmel trank ich, Sterne, taucht ein in milchigen Strahl | 
und konnt die Wasserleichen zur Tiefe gehen sehen: 
ein Treibgut, das versonnen und selig war und fahl. 


Die Rhythmen und Delirien, das Blau im rauchigen Schleier, 
verfärbt sind sie im Nu hier, versengt sind sie, verzehrt; 

so brannte noch kein Branntwein, kein Lied und keine Leier, 
wie hier das bittre Rostrot der Liebe brennt und gärt! 


Ich weiss, wie Himmel bersten, ich kenn die Dämmerunen, | 
die Strömung und die Dünung, die Woge, die sich bäumt, 

die Früh — verzückt wie Tauben, die sich emporgeschwungen, 
und manchmal sah mein Auge, was Menschenauge träumt. _ 
Ich sah die Sonne hängen — mystisch geflecktes Grauen, 

- und violett, geronnen, Leuchtstreifen, endlos weit, 
und sah die Fluten schaufeln und gross die Bühne bauen, 
ein Schauspiel sah ich spielen, das alt war wie die Zeit. 


Im Traum sah ich die Schneenacht, die grüne, sich erheben: 
ein Kuss stieg zu den Augen der Meeres-Au empor. 
Ein Kreisen wars von Säften, ein unerhörtes Weben, 


und blau und gelb erwachte der singende Phosphor! 


Ich folgt und folgt der Horde von wildgewordnen Kühen: 

i der See, die Klippen stiirmte, folgt ich auf ihrem Ritt. 
Vergessen wart ihr, Füsse der leuchtenden Marien: 

hier keuchten Meeresmäuler — sie schloss kein Heiligentritt! 


4 Wisst ihr, ich lief auf Land auf, wie ihrs nicht schaut im 
sr Traume: | 
| Des Menschenpanthers Augen — den Blumen beigesellt! 
Ich sah im weitgespannten, im Regenbogenzaume 
flutgriin die Herden ziehen am Grund der Meereswelt. 


Ich sah, wie’s in den Sümpfen, den Riesenreusen, gärte, AN 
darin den Leviathan, verwesend zwischen Tang. ii 
‘i Und Wasserstiirze sah ich, wo sich die Stille mehrte, 
und schaute, wie Ferne zur Tiefe niedersank! 
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Sah Gletscher, Silbersonnen, Gluthimmel, Perlmuttfluten, 
den braunen Golf, wo greulich ein Wrack beim andern steht, 
und sah die Riesenschlange, ein Frass der Wanzenbruten, 


vom Krüppelbaume fallen, von schwarzem Duft umweht! 


li Wo seid ihr, Kinderaugen, zu schaun die Herrlichkeiten? 
Das Schuppengold der Welle, den Goldfisch, der da singt! 
_— Dies schaumumblühte Driften, dies Zwischen-Blumen- 
| Gleiten! 

. Der Wind, der Wind unsäglich, der meine Fahrt beschwingt! 


Und litt ich Pein, der Pole und Wendekreise miide, 

so schluchzt es in den Wassern, ich schlingerte dahin, 

mit gelbem Saugnapf tauchte empor die Schattenbliite — 
ein Weib, so blieb ich liegen, ein Weib auf Weibesknien. 


“ Gewölle und Gezänke hab ich an Bord genommen, 
ich war das Vogel-Eiland — blond äugte, was da flog. 


Ich trieb mit loser Spante, ich schwamm und ward durch- 


schwommen: 
ein Leichnam um den andern, der rücklings schlafwärts zog. 


Und ich — verstrickt, verloren im Haar geheimer Buchten, 
hinauf ins Vogellose geworfen vom Orkan: 

sie fahren nicht, die Klipper, die Koggen, die mich suchten, 
des wassertrunknen Rumpfes nimmt sich kein Schlepptau an. 


Frei war ich und ich rauchte, von Nebelblau bestiegen, 

ich stiess durch Feuerhimmel, ich stiess sie alle ein, 

und was den Dichtern mundet, das fühlt ich auf mir liegen: 
es waren Sonnenflechten, es war azurner Schleim. 


Ich — mondgefleckt, elektrisch: die tollgewordne Planke! 
Seepferdchen kam in Scharen und war mein schwarzer Tross. 
Ihr Himmel blau und tiefblau, ich sah euch alle wanken, 


ich sah, wie euch der Juli durch Glutentrichter goss! 


Der Behemoth, der Mahlstrom durchstöhnte jene Breiten, 
ich spürte beider Brunstlaut — ein Schauder ging durch mich, 
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| ich schwamm und schwamm durch blaue, Four pe 
oe losigkeiten — © $: 
| Europa, deine Wehren, die alten misse ich! 


Ë Und ich sah Inselsterne, sah Archipele ragen, 
3 darüber Fieberhimmel — das Tor der Wanderschaft! 
| — Hats dich dorthin, ins Nächtige und Nächtigste verschlagen | 
x du goldnes V ogeltausend, du künftige, du Kraft? | | 
A Doch wahr, genug des Weinens! Der Morgen muss enttäuschen. 
Ob Nacht-, ob Taggestirne, keins, das nicht bitter wär: i} 
È i ich schwoll von herber Liebe, erstarrt in Liebesräuschen — 
_ © du mein Kiel, zersplittre! Und über mir sei Meer! = 


Und gäb es in Europa ein Wasser, das mich lockte, 
so wärs ein schwarzer Tümpel, kalt, in der Dämmernis, 
an dem dann eins der Kinder, voll Traurigkeiten, hockte 

und Boote, falterschwache, un Schiffchen segeln liess’. 


Wen du umschmiegt hast, Woge, um den ist es geschehen 

der zieht nicht hinter Frachtern und Baumwollträgern her! 

Nie komm ich da vorüber, wo sich die Fahnen blähen, | 
_ und wo die Brücken glotzen, da schwimm ich nimmermehr! | 


Deutsch von Paul Celan 
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FRAGMENTE 


Der merkwürdige Held und Initiator dieses Zweikampfs 
auf Tod und Leben (der übrigens nie ausgetragen wurde) war 
ein gewisser Tildy — genauer: Major Nikolaus Tildy de Szo- 
lonta et Voroshàza — von ungarischer Herkunft, wie der 
Name sagt. Seine Geschichte scheint mir ein paar bedruckte 
Bogen wert zu sein, den er gehörte zur aussterbenden Men- 
schengattung derer, die sich ein Schicksal machen. Schicksale 
nämlich sind selten geworden in dem Masse, wie man anstelle 
des Begriffs Charakter den der Persönlichkeit setzt. 


Der Major Tildy indes enthielt sich in bewusster Absicht 


und mit der Unabdingbarkeit eines religiösen Gelübdes jegli- 


cher Teilhaberschaft an dem, was gemeinhin unter dem Sam- 
melnamen Humor verstanden und missverstanden wird. Das - 


bedeutete für Tschernopol: er war unter hunderttausend Ver- 
werflichen der einzige Gerechte. Um es mit Herrn Tarangolian 
zu sagen: Ein weisser Rabe — das ist in jeden Fall und immer 
eine Monstrosität. In einer Welt wie dieser musste er gnadelos 
der Lächerlichkeit verfallen. 

Sie finden nun in mir einen sehr befangenen Porträtisten 
unseres Helden, denn ich muss gestehen, dass es mir nie ge- 
lingen wollte, ihn anders als in der Verklärung der grossen 
ersten knabenhaft anbetenden Liebe zu sehen, die zum Lau- 
tersten gehört, dessen unsere Empfindung fähig ist. Sie sollte 
die einzige Liebe auf den ersten Blick bleiben, die mir be- 
gegnet ist, und ihr Ursprung ist nicht zu ergründen. Denn ob 
uns anspricht, was uns verwandt ist, oder, wie man sagt, das 
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gerade Gegenteil; ob wir uns eingeborenen Bildern Gestalt 
verleihen oder Bilder unsere Neigung prägten, die wir in an- 
deren Bildern wiederfinden, wird immer ein Geheimnis blei- 
ben. Nichts vermag die leidenschaftliche Bewunderung zu. 
erklären, die wir als Kinder heimlich (denn sie ist nicht 
_ —mitteilbar) einem Menschen entgegenbringen, der nie das. 
Wort an uns gerichtet hat; und nichts anderes als die Zeit 
_ allein kann sie zerstören. Wir sahen eines Tages einen Husa- 
ren zu Pferde, erkannten und liebten ihn. 
E Wir sahen ihn, wie mir unverrückbar im Gedächtnis haf- 
tet, an dem nämlichen Tage, and dem wir unser Stadthaus 
zum ersten Mal wieder nach dem Kriege bezogen hatten. Aber 
das ist ohne Zweifel eine Täuschung. Zu viel spricht dagegen, - 
: dass wir ihn schon so früh, das heisst: so bald nach dem Ende 
n des Krieges zu Gesicht bekommen haben sollten, an erster 
Stelle unsere Vertrautheit mit Haus und Garten (denn wir | 
waren kaum geboren, als man uns aufs Land gebracht hatte), 
und dann, dass es Winter war, als er an uns vorrüberritt, 
wahrend wir, wie feststeht, im friihen Sommer in die Stadt 
zurückgekommen waren. Ich halte aber gern an dieser Täu- 
schung fest, denn sie drückt aus, dass die Erinnerung an jenes 
Haus und dessen Garten, die mir wertvoll ist, ganz unzer- 
trennlich mit unserem ersten Verlieren an die Vision einer 
_ Vollendung zusammenhängt; und viel von der schmerzlichen 
Beglückung, die uns heimsucht, wenn wir gewisser Bilder 
unserer Kindheit innewerden, geht auf sie zurück. 


Bert 


Ford 


Der Garten war gegen die Strasse von einem Eisenzaun 
geschützt. Ein Sandsteinsockel lief von einem kleinen Torhaus, 
si dem sogenannten Dwornikshäuschen, aus, und aus ihm wuch- 
sen die hohen Stäbe schlank, in zugespitzten Blättern endend 
| und miteinander durch zwei Rippen verbunden, zu einer 
schnurgraden Reihe schéner Lanzen auf, deren Form und 


Ordnung’ uns entzückte. Ich sage, dass ich den starken Zau- 
E: | ber, der von dem sicheren Ebenmass dieser lanzenblattbe- 
__wehrten Stangen auf uns ausging, heute noch körperlich 
ñ È verspure. Und zwar nicht allein das zehrende Verlangen, ein- 


mal einen dieser Speere, die vollkommener und echter waren 
_ als alle im Spiel zurechtgeschnitzten, in der Hand zu wägen _ 

und zu führen (ein Verlangen das, weil die Ungeduld gegen _ 
das Nichtvollziehbare es quälend bedrängte, dem verwandt 
war und an Heftigkeit nicht nachstand, das wir später nach 
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- dem Besitz einer geliebten Frau empfinden und das doch 
… auch, trotz aller Stillung, die immer oberflächlich bleibt, nie- 


hi 
x 


mals sein eigentliches Ziel erreicht). Vielmehr noch hatte es 


uns das Gleichmass angetan, die perlende Regelmässigkeit, 


mit der Stab an Stab sich reihte, der Zusammenschluss aller 
zu einer einzigen entschiedenen Perspektive. Und wie wir 
daheim nicht müde wurden, unsere Bleisoldaten oder andere 
Spielfiguren immer wieder in die gleichen ausgerichteten 
Carrees zu ordnen, um dann in deren in sich wiederholter 


Regelmässigkeit das magische Wesen aller Geometrie, eine. 


Entsprechung von geheimnisvollen Strukturen in uns selbst 
vorzufinden, so zog es uns hier draussen in geradezu kultischer 
Ergriffenheit zu jenem vermutlich sehr alltäglichen Eisenzaun, 
weil wir in ihm etwas ahnten oder spürten, was der Ursprung 
von Ornament und Tanz und Ritus ist. 

Übrigens mussten wir damals auch schon auf bewusste 
Weise für Schönheit vorbereitet gewesen sein. Sicherlich war 
dem Tag, an dem wir den Husaren sahen, der andere vorausge- 
gangen, an dem Herr Tarangolian bei einem Spaziergang 
durch den Garten ein Ahornblatt vom Boden aufgehoben hatte, 
das bis auf das bezaubernde Filigran der allerfeinsten Rippen 
und Äderungen verwittert war. Indem er es uns gegens Licht 
hielt, rief der Präfekt mit Pathos aus: « Aber was ist das? 
Kunst, Kunst! Und was hat sie bewirkt? Zerstörung. Ah, ich 
sage euch, lernt die Zerstörung lieben! » 

So hatten wir auch bereits erfahren, welcher Künstler der 
Winter im besiedelten Gebiet sein kann, denn wir liebten ihn 
in der Stadt und ganz besonders in den Gärten, die unsere 
Strasse säumten. Und zwar den Kern des Winters, den Januar, 
in den nach orthodoxer Zeitrechnung die Weihnacht fällt. 
Wir liebten seine Trockenheit und Strenge, sein schleieriges 
Licht im Frost, wenn sich der weiche Schnee gesetzt hat, mit 
dem alles überladen war und der die Formen verwischt hatte; 
wenn die Konturen rein und klar aus dem makellosen Weiss 
getreten waren, das nicht mehr, wie an schneeträchtigen 
Tagen, ins Graue oder Gelbe spielte; wenn endlich der spröde 
Flaum des Reifs sich an sie setzte und zart wie Schimmel 
überzog, sie brüchig werden liess und ihnen so die Härte 
nahm und auch die Farben, die hier und dort noch leuchte- 
ten — etwa das dunkle Ziegelrot des Nachbarhauses, das wir 
nun zu sehen bekamen — wie unter einen Filter legte, der sie 


381 


el, ide RT EAT. as + 
ves A di ton Ra is i ‘ 
PEN Be AS eh y à ich Ex ey 

ry NR qa” Pt La N ur A on 


GREGOR VON REZZORI 


zugleich milderte und hob. Die Dinge sprachen dann mit 
einem grösseren Ernst zu uns, gewannen tiefere Bedeutung — 
die Bedeutung des Sinnbilds, das aus der Zeit herausgenom- 
men ist. Die Starre des Winters, die wir in den schönen Versen 
eines Weihnachts-carrols, das uns Miss Rappaport gelehrt hat- 
te, ganz unvergleichlich festgehalten fanden —: earth stood 
like iron, water like stone — diese Starre, die war, als stocke 
der Welt der Atem, schien uns, als ein Vorgeschmack der 
Ewigkeit, wenn nichts sich mehr bewegen und atmen würde, 


nur auf den ersten Blick erschreckend und auf den zweiten 


festlich zu sein wie der Tod. So sehr waren wir von der 
Verheissung seiner weissen Herrlichkeit durchdrungen, die 
jeden Wasertropfen zum Stern gefrieren lässt, dass wir uns 
fragten, ob je ein Christ, der keinen Winter kannte, auch 
imstande wäre, zu begreifen, warum die Geburt des Herrn 
sich zu dieser Jahreszeit und nicht im Frühling begeben hatte. 


Denn mit ihr war die Welt ganz offensichtlich weiter und 


freier geworden, die Horizonte sprangen auf. Buschwerk, 
Bäume und Gesträuch, die im vollen Laub die Tiefe der 
Landschaft nur vorgetäuscht zu haben schienen wie die hinte- 
reinandergestellte Waldkulisse einer Bühne, waren transpa- 
rent geworden: während das Gespinst der Zweige um die 
sparsam wie auf japanischen Pinselzeichnungen hingetuschten 
Äste und Stämme — ganz wie das spinnwebzarte Maschenwerk 
der Rippen jenes Ahornblattes — noch alle intakte Gestalt 
bewahrte, ja sie erst eigentlich zum Vorschein brachte, gaben 
sie die Durchsicht bis zu den Fernen frei, aus denen, orange- 
getönt wie in einer ewigen Morgenröte, der Himmel aufstieg. 

An solchen Tagen durften wir wegen der grimmigen Kälte 
nur für eine kurze Weile im Freien bleiben. Wir spielten uns 
dann mit der genüsslichen Hinzögerung der Vorfreude, in der 
wir in der Kindheit Meister sind, an den Lanzenzaun heran 
und hoben erst in den allerletzten Minuten den Blick, um das 
Bild der schlanken Speerschaftreihe, die unseren Garten 
umhegte wie einen Tempelhain, mit uns zu nehmen. Und 
dabei sahen wir im golddurchwirkten Schleier des Frostlichts 
den Husaren. 

Er ritt neben einem Schlitten her, in dem eine Frau in 
Pelzen sass. Sein Pferd war schön: klein, nervig und gedrun- 
gen wie die Berberhengste auf den bewegten Stichen von 
Vernet (die Löwenjagden, die wir nicht müde wurden, an- 
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Se un) — die Augen wie in einem zornigen Entsetzen 
| aufgerissen, so dass ihre tiefe sanfte Schwarze grell von weissen 
 Halbmonden begleitet und zu zwei glasig blinkenden Ge- 
fährlichkeiten verwandelt war; über das spiegelnd glatte 
Kastanienbraun von Schultern, Hals und Flanken wehten 
_ Mahne und Schweif in üppigem Schwung nach vorn, als wären 


i! . oe . . . 
- sie künstlich zum coup de vent zurechtfrisiert — vorange- 


| peitschtes, knirschend festes, schwarzseidig glänzendes Haar 
in reichen Wellen und windgezipfelten Locken voll Pathos 
und koketter Dramatik — die hornissenhaften Rosse des 
Diomedes mussten so gewesen sein: die gleiche theatralische 
Pose der Kühnheit vor dem Ur-Entsetzen, vierfach hufetrom- 
melnd an der Deichsel des Wagens aufgebäumt, der durch 
Menschenleiber pflügt wie der Bug eines leichten Schiffs. 


Der Husar hielt sich sehr aufrecht. Er schien nicht mehr 


als mittelgross zu sein und war in guter Proportion zu seinem 
Pferde. Die kornblumenblaue Uniform, von den Weizenähren 
der Verschnürungen durchflochten, lag ihm eng an. Der hohe, 
nach französischem Muster flach abgeschnittene Tschako — 
eine Kopfbedeckung, die, schief aufgesetzt oder aus der Stirn 
gerückt, wie keine andere den Eindruck soldatesk frivoler 
Lotterhaftigkeit bewirken kann — sass schnur und stabge- 
rade über seinen Augen und gab ihm, von der kurzen dunklen 
Linie eines gestutzten Schnurrbarts unterstrichen, einen stren- 
gen Ernst, der nicht eigentlich in seiner Miene war. Denn es 
war eine Miene fast ohne Ausdruck, ich bin versucht zu sagen: 
künstlich entleert, von unbewegter, tiefgekühlter Eleganz, 
dandyhaft beinahe, wäre sie nicht von einer inneren Festigkeit 
geprägt gewesen, die überzeugend war —: das Männerideal 
einer Epoche, der wir nicht angehören sollten; einer (gestern 
erst, aber umso unwiderruflicher!) untergegangenen Welt der 
lässig gehandhabten eleganten Konventionen; die Frauenschön- 
heit, die in bauschenden, grossflächig knitternde Stoffe gewik- 
kelt und gebettet war wie langstielige Blüten in die steifen 
Seidenpapiere der Floristen, das Haar zum Kelch gelegt, aus 
dem die phantastische Tropik der Taubenschwingen und 
agraffenglitzernden Reiherfedern stach; und die Epoche der 
knappen, einsilbigen, korrekt geschmeidigten, beinah verächt- 
lichen Männerhöflichkeit, der Pose der bis in die tödliche 
Entscheidung unberührten Gelassenheit. Mit seinem Pferde lief 
ein Rudel glatthaariger Foxterriers, von denen einer — vermut- 
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lich aus der drolligen Hysterie, die dieser inzwischen längst : 
aus der Mode gekommenen Rasse eigentümlich ist, alle paar’ 
Sprünge nur, als wäre er zu abgelenkt, um sich beständig auf 
die Schonung seines Hinterlaufes zu besinnen, hinkte. 

Die Frau im Schlitten hielt den Kopf von uns abgewandt, 
so dass wir ihr Gesicht nicht sehen konnten. Aber wir waren 
ohne Neugier auf ihr Gesicht. Keiner Regung des Staunens 
oder einer Frage war in uns stattgegeben. Denn was wir sahen: 
den Husaren, sein Pferd, die Hunde und die Frau im Schlitten 
mit dem abgewendeten Gesicht, das vollzog sich vor unseren 
Augen gänzlich unabbängig von Begründungen, in der Allein- | 
herrlichkeit der Erscheinung. So war es denn auch aus der 
Zeit herausgenommen —: nur Bild; und also Sinnbild. Seine 
Deutung sollte uns niemals ganz gelingen. Und es hatte wohl 
auch Gültigkeit nur für den Augenblick, in dem es in der be- | 
sonderen Spiegelstellung unserer Seele kaleidoskopisch sich zu 
mystischer Symmetrie erfüllte — wie die Monstranz der Licht- 
strahlen, die durch die bunten Glasscheiben einer Kirchen- 
rosette brechen, wenn sich die Sonne alle Jubeljahre einmal in 
‚bestimmten Winkel dazu stellt. So ist es zu verstehen, wenn 
ich sagte, dass wir den Husaren erkannten. Es gilt allein für 
diesen ersten Blick. Die Liebe, die ihm folgte, war sein Echo -— 
wie alle unsere Liebe im Grunde ein fortgesetztes Suchen nach 
dem verklingenden Widerhall eines Anrufs geheimnisvoller 
Erkenntnis in uns ist. 

Sehr bald erfuhren wir auch seinen Namen, denn fortan 
sollten wir ihn immer wieder sehen — wenngleich sich die 
leeren Tage, in denen uns das Glück seines Anblicks entzogen 
war, oft unerträglich hindehnten. Halten Sie das nun nicht für 
übertrieben und vestiegen. Ich glaube, dass es in jeder Kind- 
heit solche geheime Leidenschaften gibt, Bilder, in die sich 
die Gesamtheit unseres Wesens mit aller Kraft der Empfindung 
verliert, ob wir ihnen nun in einem Menschen, in einer Land- 
schaft, einem Buch oder irgendeinem für uns begehrenswerten 
Ding begegnen; und denen wiederzubegegnen nicht in unserer 
Willkür liegt. Vielleicht will uns das Leben mit ihnen etwas 
lehren — etwa, dass die Erfüllung unserer Wünsche nicht unse- 
rem Willen überlassen ist, und in welch schmerzlichem Masse 
wir der Gnade unseres Schicksals ausgeliefert sind; oder was 
sonst sich an Wahrheiten von der kahlen Macht der unumstöss- 
lichen Banalität daraus herleiten lässt. Jedenfalls nahmen wir 
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die Begegnungen mit dem Husaren damals schon bewusst als 
_dringlich herbeigesehnte Beweise eines besonderen Einverneh- 

mens mit geheimen Lebensmächten auf, das, wiewohl es nur 
- für Augenblicke herzustellen war, doch immer wieder den 
Glauben an eine übergeordnete Wirklichkeit des Lebens in uns 

festigte; und die Zwischenzeiten, in denen sich unsere schöne, 
- mutige Ungeduld allmählich zu Geduld vergor, erschienen uns 
dazu bestimmt, uns zu Einsichten zu erziehen, die uns, wie 

alles frühe Wissen, mit einer Trauer erfüllten, die bis an unser 
Ende den Bodensatz unseres Gemütes bilden würde. 

So waren auch die Tage, an denen der Husar an uns vor- 
überritt (die Frau im Schlitten fehlte; er war nun für ge- 
wöhnlich von seinem Burschen begleitet; niemals wieder sollte 
uns das volle Bild erscheinen, das in seiner beinah prunkhaft 
barocken Anordnung von Reiter und lautlos hingleitendem 


Gefährt, umspielt, unwimmelt von der rieselnden Geschäftig- 


keit der Hunde, wie ein mythologischer Aufzug dahergekom- 
men und verschwunden war), in ein besonderes Licht gestellt, 
das sie aus der Kette der ereignislos — ich bin versucht, zu 
sagen: müssig hingebrachten Lebensstunden jener Kindheitsta- 
ge heraushob und der Erinnerung bewahrte wie einzelne scharf- 
belichtete Bilder eines sonst nur schleierhaft aufgenommenen 
Films. Und wahrscheinlich sind es immer solche Begegnungen 
— oder besser doch: Wiederbegegnungen die wie ein Blitzlicht 
bestimmte Situationen in allen umliegenden Einzelheiten 
erhellen, sodass, was wir Erinnerung nennen eigentlich nur die 
Wiederholung weniger bild- und stimmungshafter Grund- 
motive in jeweils anderer Konfiguration ist. Vielleicht vermag 
auch unsere Seele kaum anderes, als der geheimnisvollen Essenz 
dieser Grundmotive durch alle Erscheinungen hin nach- 
zuspüren. 

Wir wussten, wie ich sagte, bald den Namen unseres Husa- 
ren; dass er Nikolans Tildy hiess und Offizier in einem der 
Reiterregimenter war, die nach der Besetzung unserer Heimat 
in die alten, ehemals österreichischen Kavalleriekasernen 
jenseits des Volksgartens eingezogen waren. Wir erfuhren auch 
zu unserem Entzücken, dass er in unserer Nähe wohnte. Manch- 
mal sahen wir seinen Burschen sein Pferd in Decken zu den 
Kasernen führen. Die Frau im Schlitten sollten wir erst später 
und unter verstörenden Umständen wieder zu Gesicht be- 
kommen. 
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Indes entspann sich zwischen unserem alltäglichen Dasein 
und der vermeintlich fremdartigen und sehr wunderbaren 
Welt, aus der allein fiir uns ein Wesen wie Tildy stammen 
konnte, etwas, was uns wie eine heimliche Beziehung vorkam. 

Die umständlichen, behabigen Haushaltungen damals in 
unserem Lande hielten eine grosse Anzahl Menschen be- 
schäftigt, weniger aus Gründen der Bequemlichkeit, als viel- 
mehr aus der schieren Unfähigkeit, ökonomisch zu denken 
oder gar zu handeln, — eine Schwäche nebenbei, die bei allen 
nachteiligen Folgen doch eine unvergessliche Lebensfülle 
hervorbrachte, wie sie seither gänzlich aus der Welt ver 
schwunden ist. Bot sich uns zum Beispiel ein Mann zu Dienst- | 
leistungen an, die vielleicht sehr wenig fest umrissen waren — 
etwa, indem er angab, dass er durch grosse Körperkraft instand 
gesetzt war, Schweres zu heben — so fragte man nicht viel, 
ob man ihn wirklich brauchen konnte, sondern gab sich, wenn 
seine Stärke sich in den Tat als ausserordentlich erwiesen hatte, 
damit ab, Beschäftigung für ihn zu finden. Ein Stubenmädchen | 
wurde aufgenommen, weil es mit seinen frischen roten Backen, | 
der sauberen Trachtenbluse und dem adrett gekämmten Haar | 
einen ehrlichen und netten Eindruck machte, obwohl wahrhaf- 
tig kein Mangel an Stubenmädchen im Hause war. Ein anderer 
Mann fand Anstellung als Gärtner, weil sein von einfältiger 
Heiterkeit übersonntes, fast heiliges Gesicht und seine sanften | 
Redensarten verheissen wollten, dass er « gedeihliche Hände » 
hätte. Er entpuppte sich bald als entlaufener Sträfling und 
ungewöhnlich hemmungsloser Dieb und wurde der Polizei 
übergeben — sehr zu unserem Kummer übrigens, denn wir | 
liebten ihn zärtlich und verloren einen grossen Freund | 
mit ihm. 

Aber derlei Lücken schlossen sich bald wieder. Unsere 
Hingezogenheit zu den Leuten, die in unserem Hause weniger: 
nützliche Verwendung als vielmehr Unterkunft und einen 
Tummelplatz ihrer oft recht absonderlichen Eigenart fanden 
(sowie auch unser Geflügelhof auf dem Lande von gänzlich. 
nutzlosen, aber dekorativen Hühnerrassen, Fasanen, Blaurak-. 
ken und Pfauen bevölkert war), blieb unaustilgbar und wurde 
mit einer Fülle von Erfahrungen und Menschenbildern be- | 
lohnt, die bunt und von kräftiger Würze war wie ein Strauss. | 
von Gräsern und frischen Wiesenblumen. | 
So hatten wir die besondere Zuneigung einer gewissen 
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Frau Morar, einer Person von abschreckender, ja geradezu 
ngeheuerlicher Hässlichkeit, gewonnen, die gelegentlich zur 
Hilfe bei der grossen Wäsche zugezogen wurde, obwohl ‚sie 
pi ihrem uferlosen Geschwätz die Arbeit sicherlich mehr 
‚störte als förderte. Aber sie war eine Witwe mit drei Söhnen, 
und man bemitleidete sie allgemein. Sie zu unterstützen war 
. in einer niemals von Zweifeln berührten Übereinkunft aller 
zur festen Einrichtung geworden, gänzlich unbeschadet der 
Tatsache, dass ihre Söhne längst erwachsen waren und in Ar- 
beit standen — einer sogar als Schaffner bei der Strassenbahn 
— und dass sie ihren Lohn ausschliesslich dazu verwendete, 
sich gänzlich sinnlos in ein kräftiges, natürliches Gebiss Gold- 
zähne einsetzen zu lassen. Ihr Mann, ein Säufer, hatte sich 
erschossen. 


Von einem krankhaften Mitteilungsbedürfnis angetrie- 
ben, erzählte sie uns die Geschichte dieses Dramas immer 
wieder; ja sie brachte uns als ein unheimliches und zugleich 
symbolisch tiefsinniges Zeugnis den Öldruck eines Christusbil- 
des mit, aus dem, genau im wachsroten Herzen des Heilands, 
der darauf zeigte, ein pfenniggrosses kreisrundes Loch heraus- 
gebrannt war —: die erste Kugel, die fehlgegangen war. Denn 
Herr Morar hatte sich im Suff erschossen und dabei mit sei- 
nem langen Militärkarabiner höchst ungeschickt manipuliert. 
Er konnte es nicht zustande bringen, das Gewehr mit ausge- 
streckten Armen an seiner Schläfe festzuhalten. Verschiedene 
Projektile waren so in Wände und Zimmerdecke gegangen, 


und dabei war er umgefallen. Und erst als er die Mündung 


seiner Waffe in den Mund genommen hatte — “wie eine 
Flasche”, sagte Frau Morar — um, auf dem Rücken liegend, 
mit der grossen Zehe abzudrücken, war es ihm gelungen, sich 
zu töten. Frau und Kinder hatte er im Nebenzimmer einge- 
schlossen, sie konnten den Vorgang durchs Schlüsselloch ver- 
folgen. 

Dies schauerliche Erlebnis, das sie nur wenigen anderen 
mit der gleichen Ausführlichkeit zu wiederholten Malen schil- 
dern durfte (und das sie, nebenbei, mit einer echten Affinität 
zu ähnlichen erschütternden Vorfällen ausgestattet zu haben 
schien, denn sie wusste noch von anderen grausigen Unglücks- 
fällen, unheilbaren Krankheiten und blutigen Verbrechen zu 

berichten, deren Zeuge sie gewesen war), machte die Witwe 
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ER schon anziehend genug für uns, um uns jedesmal d der a 
Aufsicht zu entziehen und in ihrer Nähe herumzudrücken, i 
wenn sie kam. Sie überschüttete uns dann förmlich mit ma 
kabren Schilderungen, die uns aber niemals abstiessen, so 
dern ganz und gar gefangen nahmen, weil sie von dem dun 
kelsten und unhegreifiichaca aller Lebensrätsel sprachen, d 
man sich gleichwohl in der Kindheit oft bis zum Erschreck 
nahgebracht fühlt — vom Tode nämlich. Aber omwidersesh | i 
ER ihre Anziehung erst auf uns, als wir herausbekamen, 
dass sie auch im Hause Tildy aushalf. Mehr noch: sie konnte 
sich eines ganz besonderen Vertrauensverhältnisses zu Mada- , 
me Tildy rühmen — mit wieviel Berechtigung, sollten wir 
noch erfahren. a 

Aber konnten wir denn jemals daran gezweifelt haben? 
Alles, was unseren Husaren und die Frau im Schlitten anging, 
kam uns damals so märchenhaft vor, dass es uns nicht im ! 
mindesten verwundert haben dürfte, diese beiden in die merk- ! 
würdigsten Beziehungen verstrickt zu sehen — schon gar zu | 
einem Wesen wie die Witwe Morar, deren abstruse, jeglichem | 
Menschenbilde hohnsprechende Hässlichkeit allein sie der 
Gesellschaft der Dschjnnis, der Geister und Dämonen der Tau- 
sendundeinen Nächte eher zuordnete, als der menschlichen, 
ganz zu schweigen von ihrem innigen Umgang mit dem 
Unheimlichen und Entsetzlichen. | 

Kurzum, wir hérten nun manches von der Frau im Schlit- | 
ten, deren Gesicht wir nicht gesehen hatten, und es trug nicht | 
dazu bei, unsere phantastische Einbildung auf eine handfest | 
alltägliche Wirklichkeit zu bringen. Dass sie schön war, galt | 
uns für selbstverständlich, wir hätten es nie anders erwartet. | 
Nur um unserer Vorstellung einen Anhaltspunkt zu geben, 
fragten wir: « Wie schön ist sie? » | 

«So schén wie eure Puppe mit dem Vogel », sagte Feu 
Morar. 

Auch dass sie von einem geheimnisvollen Leiden heimged 
sucht war, glaubten wir immer schon gewusst zu haben —_ 
« eine Herzenskrankheit » nannte es Frau Morar. + 

« Kann kein Arzt ihr helfen? » al 

« Nein », sagte Frau Morar, indem sie die Augen schloss | 
und wissend, fast glücklich lächelte (ihre abenteuerliche Häss- | | 
lichkeit erstarrte im Feuer der Goldzähne zur Shan 
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maske). Nein, es war keine Krankheit, die durch menschliche 
| Kunst und Kenntnis zu heilen war. Sie war eine geborene 
. Paschkano. 
Das war neu für uns, aber auch nicht imstande, uns zu 
iberraschen. Wer in der Tat hätte denn die Frau im Schlitten 
“auch anders sein können, als eine Tochter des Mannes, dessen 
“sagenumwobener Aufstieg zu unermesslichem Reichtum ihn 
ebenso legendär gemacht hatte wie sein wildes Leben und 
endlich sein grotesker Untergang. Damals, freilich, ahnten wir 
noch nichts von seinem ergreifend lächerlichen und trivialen 
Ende, wir kannten lediglich den Namen, und zwar in fast 
sprichworthafter Anwendung. « Reich, wie der alte Paschka- 
no » hiess es, «ein Fuchs, ein Tiger, ein Wolf», oder « Ein 
Bauer, ein Muschik, ohne Manieren wie der alte Paschkano » 
und auch: « Liebessüchtig wie Paschkano ». 

Seiner Frau, einer Prinzessin Sturdza — der Mutter Ma- 
dame Tildys — hatte er im Wäldchen von Horetschea vor der 
Stadt ein Mausoleum nach dem Tadschmahal erbauen lassen. 
Sie lag dort, mit Juwelen überladen, wie es hiess. Aber er hatte 
seine Geliebte, eine Bauernmagd mit dem gemeinen Namen 
Joana Tschjornej, die jedoch eine Schönheit gewesen und um 
deretwillen die Sturdza unter ziemlich mysteriösen Umstän- 
den gestorben war, neben sie gelegt. Man munkelte auch al- 
lerhand über den wahren Zweck der Andachten, die er gelegent- 
lich an den beiden Särgen zu verrichten pflegte, während sein 
ungewöhnlich bösartiger Kutscher, ein Kastrat von elephan- 
tenhaften Körperbau, das Gebäude scharf bewachte. « Tatsch 
mahala » heisst auf rumänisch: Schweig still, Vorstadt. Man 
gab der Wortentsprechung einen vieldeutigen Hintersinn. 

« Sieht sie ihren Vater? » fragten wir. 


« Niemals. Sie hasst ihn. » Frau Morar lächelte glücklich 


bei geschlossenen Augen. « Sie verabscheut ihn. Sie nennt ihn 
den Mörder ihrer Mutter. » 

« Weint sie viel seinetwegen? » 

Nie. Sie weinte nie. Sie war das liebenswürdigste, das hei- 
terste, das launigste Geschöpf, zwitschernd wie ein Vögelein. 

Nur manchmal... 

« Was, manchmal? » 

« Manchmal schliesst sie sich ein. Sie liest in ihren Bü- 
chern. Ihre Zimmer sind angefüllt mit Büchern — Bücher, 
wie sie kein Gelehrter verstehen kann. Nur sie allein versteht 
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sie. Sie kennt alle Dichter und alle Weisen, in welcher Sprache : 
sie auch geschrieben haben mögen. Sie kann hersagen, was sie | 
geschrieben haben, Wort für Wort. Und darüber wird sie: 
schwermütig, und man klopft an ihre Tür und rüttelt, und sie: 
gibt keine Antwort. Immer wieder muss der Offiziersbursche i 
die Tiir aufbrechen, um nachzuschauen, ob sie noch lebt, und | 
dann findet man sie, obnmächtig liegend, oder sie kommt 
hervor und spricht in Zungen, Worte von grossem Tiefsinn, , 
wie man sie von den verzückten Mönchen in den Wallfahrts- 
_ klôstern hört —: sie gibt den Menschen ihre wahren Namen, 
Zu mir sagt sie immer: Ich liebe Dich, denn Du bist gezeichnet. 
Und hat mich nicht in Wahrheit das Leid gezeichnet an dem 
Tage, an dem mein Seliger sich auf dem Boden rollte wie 
ein Tier, das von Wespen überfallen ist, und versuchte, aus | 
dem Gewehr den Tod zu trinken? Durchs Schlüsselloch haben 
wirs gesehen, ich und meine Söhne, wir haben uns die Köpfe 
wundgestossen, um es zu sehen, und gejammert und geschrien | 
dabei... » | 
« Und der Major — ihr Mann — Tildy? » | 

« Oh, er ist ein Ritter », sagte Frau Morar und schlug die | 
Augen in Verklärung auf. « Er steht vor ihr wie ein gepanzer- | 
ter Engel und schweigt. Auch wenn sie mit den Fäusten auf | 
ihn eintrommelt, steht er bewegungslos und schweigt. Bis der : 
Teufel in ihr besiegt ist, und sie sich auf dem Boden zusam- 
menkrümmt und wimmert. Dann gibt er mit seiner ruhigen 
und klaren Stimme die Befehle, was zu geschehen hat. Und | 
niemals nachher ein Wort, niemals eine Klage von seinen 
Lippen. Nichts ist gewesen. Er spricht zu ihr, wie man zu 
einer Herrin spricht, zu einer Sturdza, die sie ist. Er geht an | 
ihrer Seite wie der Schwertträger des Reichs, öffnet ihr die 
Türen und lässt ihr den Vortritt, er schiebt ihr den Stuhl 
zurecht, auf dem sie sitzen will, und wenn sie ihn anspricht, 
steht er vor ihr wie vor seinem General, selbst wenn sie mit 
ihm Scherze treibt in ihrer Heiterkeit — denn zwischendurch 
‚ist sie wie ein Vögelein —: er bückt sich nach einem Buch 
oder nach ihrem Taschentuch, wenn sie es mutwillig hinwirft, 
sammelt die Perlen ihrer Kette auf, die sie in ihrer Launigkeit 
zerreisst — er nimmt alles ohne Worte, als ein Soldat: man | 
hört nur ihr Zwitscherstimmchen und ihr Lachen, keinen Ton | 
von ihm — nur seine Sporen klirren leise (sie leben dort auf | 
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_ dicken Teppichen) — bis sie sich die Ohren zuhält und wieder 
in ihr Zimmer einschliesst... » 
Wir lauschten in Versunkenheit. Lange Zeit blieben un- 
4 sere Spiele, wenn wir uns selbst iiberlassen waren, von diesem 
Bild bestimmt: die Prinzessin und ihr Ritter; der « gepanzerte 
- Engel», « der Schwertträger des Reichs ». Und es quälte mich 
sehr, dass meine Schwester Tanja, der ich widerstandslos aus- 
geliefert war, hartnäckig darauf bestand, immer nur der Major 
zu sein. 

Was wir nebenbei noch über ihn erfuhren, kam aus ande- 
rer Quelle. Ich sage: nebenbei, denn weder drängte uns die 
Neugier, mehr von ihm zu wissen, als was wir wussten, noch 
war es dazu angetan, sein Bild in uns vollständiger zu machen, 
als es in seinen unverrückbar einprägsamen Zügen bereits war. 
Nur einmal, als Herr Tarangolian mit einem seiner bestechen- 
den Scherze es zustande gebracht hatte, dass wir ihm unsere 
geheimsten Gedanken preisgaben, fragten wir ihn, ob er Tildy 
kenne. Der Präfekt antwortete sofort mit aller höflichen Be- 
reitwilligkeit, der Major sei ihm als ein ganz ausgezeichneter 
Soldat und Kavalier von reinstem Wasser sehr wohl bekannt 
und sicherlich in allen seinen Eigenschaften ein höchst nach- 
strebenswertes Vorbild, vor allem als ein hervorragender Rei- 
ter; wandte sich aber dann, indem er die Sprache wechselte 
und übersah, dass sie uns gleich geläufig war, an unserer Onkel 
Sergej, der zugegen war, und nannte Tildy einen « sonderbaren 
Heiligen ». Aus dem Gespräch, das sich aus dieser hingewor- 
fenen Bemerkung ergab, entnahmen wir das Folgende: 

Tildy war ehemaliger österreichischer Offizier. Von seiner 
Herkunft wusste man so gut wie garnichts, oder jedenfalls 
sehr wenig. Er schien aus einer jener noblen, aber gründlich 
verarmten Familien zu stammen, deren einzige Leistung darin 
bestand, sich durch die Generationen im Dienste einer Fahne 
hinzuopfern, und die so eine spröde Selbstgenügsamkeit und 
einen brennenden Stolz in sich gezüchtet hatten. Wir vermoch- 
ten diese Ahnenreihe in Medaillons und Miniaturen vor uns 
zu sehen: hochmütige, süffisant frommelnde Frauen, bisweilen 
mit den Zügen einstiger Jugendschönheit, die ein strenges Le- 
ben ziegelhart ausgeglüht hatte; und dunkle Männer mit dem 
saugenden Blick der Tapferen, die keine andere Leidenschaft 
kennen, als sich ihre Tapferkeit zu beweisen — manche über- 
raschend derb, mit runden Schädeln, massigen Gesichtern und 
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martialischen Lippenbärten; andere im edlen Schnitt devel i 
die mit dem Wissen ausgestattet sind, dass sie ihren Auftrag, | 
beispielhaft zu sterben, früh erfüllen würden. Einer von die». 
sen mochte Tildys Vater gewesen sein. | 
Und er selbst: eine Kindheit in eisernem Gehorsam; 
Frauen von fast schmerzlich getragener Haltung als Gegenstand 
_ des höchsten und äussersten Respekts; vielleicht ein gehei- 
mes, niemals geäussertes Einverständnis mit seiner Mutter, eine 
scheu verhaltene Zärtlichkeit; und eine Adoleszenz in fragen- | 
loser Disziplin, zur Gänze auf die Pflicht gestellt. Aber das 
in einer Welt voll Glanz und Glorie, die keine Kargheit zuliess: 
im grossen Wehen der reinen Fahnen, in den frischen Weiten 
der Reitermorgen, in die die scharfgestochene Farbigkeit der 
Uniformen festlich schwärmend eindringt, vom Blinken der 
Helme übergleisst. 
Und dann der Krieg. | 
Es hiess, er habe in einem vorziiglichen Regiment gedient, 
das sich jedoch dem schärfsten Tadel ausgesetzt hatte. Wah. | 
rend der Stellungskämpfe in Galizien nämlich, nachdem die | 
letzten grossen Reiterschlachten geschlagen waren und der 
Krieg zu einer Angelegenheit von Troglodyten geworden war, 
konnte ein im Abschnitt dieses Regiments befohlener Angriff 
nicht ausgeführt werden, weil seine Offiziere mit den Herren 
eines gegenüberliegenden russischen Garderegiments hinter den 
Linien ein Rennen ritten. Man schickte sie an die Isonzo- 
Front. Tildy musste in jener Zeit noch jung gewesen sein. 
Ob seine Heimat, wie die unsere, nach dem Zusammen- 
bruch besetzt und an ein neues Staatsgebilde abgetreten war, | 
stand nicht fest, denn keiner wusste mit Gewissheit, woher er | 
kam. Wie auch immer: dass er als ehemaliger k. und k. Offi- | 
. zier und als Ungar obendrein so bald in einer anderen Armee 
an Dienst angenommen hatte, wurde ihm nicht zum besten ausge- 
legt. Trotz allen Gründen, die für ihn sprachen — und genau 
besehen sprach keiner gegen ihn — haftete ihm das Odium 
des Renegaten an. 
A Für gewöhnlich hätte das in Tschernopol als ein Zeichen 
3 kluger Schmiegsamkeit, also der Lebenstiichtigkeit gegolten 
3 und eine respektvolle Achtung eingebracht, die unvergleich- 
È. lich viel höher im Kurs stand als die Ehre. («Sie wissen: 
2 Fiktionen notieren auf unserer Börse nicht», äusserte sich | 
$ Herr Tarangolian). Aber sonderbarerweise war das bei Tildy 
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| nicht der Fall. Es war etwas in seiner Haltung, was jedermann 
7 herauszufordern schien — und zwar ganz ausnahmslos je- 
- dermann. 


« Er hat die allerbesten, nämlich die allerschroffsten Ma- 


| nieren », sagte Herr Tarangolian. « Er verachtet jegliche Ver- 

bindlichkeit. Das ist die Gebärde des sehr reichen Mannes. 

- Damit setzt er sich die Preise hoch — zu hoch vielleicht. Aber 
er gehört zu denen, die gern verbluten ». 

Tildy — ob ihm nun dieser allgemeine Widerstand bewusst 
war oder nicht — stellte ihm wiederum nichts anderes als sich 
selbst entgegen: seine untadelige Pflichterfüllung, die kühle, 
elegante, auf das knappeste bemessene Korrektheit seiner 
Formen. 

«Es ist ja weiss Gott nicht zu wenig, was er tut, » stöhnte 
Herr Taragolian. « Es ist zu viel. Zu viel für Tschernopol. 
Dabei kommt Tschernopol zu kurz — wenn Sie verstehen, was 
ich meine. Lassen Sie sich eine Anekdote erzählen: Seine Leu- 

| te vergöttern ihn. Aber da war neulich ein Mann für ein paar 
Tage über seinen Urlaub von der Truppe weggeblieben. Er 
brachte seinem hochverehrten Major ein Huhn mit. Bewahre, 
nicht etwa um ihn zu bestechen. Aus Sympathie — und zur 
Beschwichtigung. Immerhin, ein Huhn ist eine ganze Menge 
für einen armen Bauernjungen. Und was tut Tildy? Er lässt 
die ganze Mannschaft antreten und berichtet von dem Vorfall. 
Er bestraft den Mann für Urlaubsübertretung — nicht allzu- 
streng, nicht allzumilde. Und er gibt Befehl, das Huhn (ein 
Wachtmeister soll est neben ihm auf einer Art Tablett gehalten 
haben — oder war es ein Ordenskissen?) — kurzum, Tildy 
befiehlt, das Huhn in den Suppentopf des Regiments zu tun. 
Haben Sie dafür Worte? Ein Huhn in eine Suppe für vier- 
tausend Mann? Wo jedes Kind weiss, dass die Zahlmeister das 
Fleisch in Tonnen stehlen. Aber aus Gerechtigkeit: ein Huhn! 
Jetzt nehmen ihn selbst seine Rekruten nicht mehr ernst. 

« Nein, nein », sagte Herr Tarangolian voll Temperament, 
« das nimmt kein gutes Ende. Ich spreche nicht von seinem 
Weiterkommen als Soldat — wiewohl auch das in Frage steht. 
Seine Vorgesetzten hassen ihn durch die Bank. Sie respektieren 
ihn, gewiss, aber sie misstrauen ihm. Er ist ihnen unheimlich 
— und offen eingestanden unbequem. Kürzlich hat man mich 
allen Ernstes gefragt, ob es nicht möglich wäre, dass er Englän- 
der und vom Geheimdienst eingesetzt sein könnte. Warum 
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y 
trágt er auch seinen Schnurrbart auf diese Art gestutzt? Aber 
im Ernst: er wird sich auf irgendeine Weise selbst vernichten. 
Es ist etwas Spanisches an ihm, verstehen Sie: ein Hidalgo. 
Nicht einer von den Conquistadoren, ein Cortez oder Pizarro 
oder Alvarez — dazu fehlt ihm die Gier, dazu hat er doch 
wieder nicht Blut genug. Und auch nicht ein Ritter Inigo — 
wiewohl ich ihm dessen Strenge zutraue und die Leidenschaft 
zu einem auf die Fahne gestickten Muttergottesbild. Schade, 
solche Eigenschaften an einen Kavalleristen verschwendet zu 
finden, nicht wahr? Aber wiirden denn Orlando oder der Cid 
heutzutage etwas anderes erobern können als bestenfalls 
Schwergewichtschampionate? Dafür schwingt sich vielleicht 
demnächst ein stigmatisierter Oberkellner zum Herrn der 
Erde auf, wer weiss! Wenn ich aber Hidalgo sage, so meine 
ich den anderen, den Ritter von der traurigen Gestalt —: 
Don Quixote. Das ist Tildy ganz und gar nach seinem Wesen. 
Er hat eben keinen Sinn fürs Komische. Die Schadenfreude 
am eigenen Verfall, die das Gelächter von Tschernopol so üppig 
speist, die geht ihm ab. Wissen Sie, dass man ihm absichtlich 
Streiche spielt und Wetten abschliesst, wie er sich dazu verhal- 
ten werde — und dass jedesmal diejenigen gewinnen, welche 
die humorloseste Lösung vorausgesehen haben! Er soll es ein- 
mal selbst geäussert haben, dass er nur zwei Lösungen kenne: 
eine humorvolle und eine gerechte. Jawohl, Sie haben richtig 
gehört: eine humorvolle und eine gerechte. Mein Gott, wel- 
che Alternative! — Und dann, » fügte Herr Tarangolian mit 
scheinheiligem Ernst hinzu, « auch noch diese Frau... » 

Diese Frau stand eines Tages vor uns, sprach zu uns, strei- 
chelte unser Haar, sie kniete vor Tanja nieder, um sie zu lieb- 
kosen — und wir sollten sie nicht erkennen. 

Das begab sich, wie ich meine, noch im gleichen Jahr, 
an einem jener späten Frühlingstage, die ganz und gar wie 
Flieder sind unter dem tiefen Muschelblau eines regenträch- 
tigen Himmels. Wir hatten sie nicht kommen sehen, denn das 
Lanzengitter zur Strasse war zugewachsen; Laubdickichte, in 
denen von trägschweren Schauern zerschossene Blütenkerzen — 
steckten, die ihren Flor über die nassen Blätter und Gräser 
ringsum ausgestreut hatten, umschlossen unseren Garten wie 
die Polsterungen einer Schatulle. So stand sie unvermutet vor 
uns, übertrieben elegant und dabei seltsam unordentlich geklei- 
det, mit grossen, beunruhigend starren Augen. Ihre messer- 
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‚scharf vorspringende Adlernase beunruhigte uns, sie war in 
keinem Verhätnis zu ihrem kleinen Gesicht, das glatt und 
| eirund war wie das einer chinesischen Porzellanfigur. Sie 
. lächelte uns entgegen. Es war ein Lächeln, wie es auf dem. 
È “ Antlitz einer Schlafenden in das Erwachen aus einem gliick- 
lichen Traum hinüberschmilzt, betórt und verloren. Und wie 
| eine Betórte streckte sie die Hände nach uns aus und tastete 
über unser Haar, als wagte sie nicht, es zu berühren. « Ihr 
Schönen », sagte sie. « Ihr Lieben, ihr Glücklichen ». = 

Sie begann fieberhaft in ihrem Pompadour zu wiihlen, 
und weil sie offenbar nicht finden konnte, was sie suchte, 
brach sie in Trinen aus. « Ich habe nichts fiir euch », sagte 
sie verzweifelt. « Ich kann euch nichts geben. Verzeiht mir. 
Ach, verzeiht mir ». 

Wir begriffen, dass sie nach Siissigkeiten, Schokolade oder 
Bonbons fiir uns gesucht hatte, und verhielten uns steif und 
ergeben, wie es Kinder tun, die daran gewohnt sind, von 
verzückten Erwachsenen wie Rehe im Wildpark gefüttert zu 
werden. 

Aber sie griff plötzlich an ihren Hals und tastete verstört 
daran herum. «Wo ist meine Kette »? fragte sie schnell. 
« Meine Kette ist fort. Ich hatte sie doch angelegt. Fort. Fort. 
Meine Kette ist fort ». Ihre Stimme war ganz hoch und schrill 
geworden. Sie schaute uns ungläubig und verwundert an, die 
Hand an der Kehle. « Fort », wiederholte sie. « Meine Kette 
ist fort ». 

Für ein paar Sekunden schloss sie die Augen. Sie schwank- 
te ein wenig. Und während ihr die Tränen wieder über die 
Wangen stürzten, kniete sie vor Tanja nieder. « Ich wollte sie 
dir schenken », sagte sie. « Ich hatte sie umgelegt, um sie dir 
zu bringen. Du glaubst mir, nicht wahr? Gewiss, du glaubst 
mir. Du glaubst mir, dass ich dir die Kette bringen wollte? » 

Die Gouvernantenstimme Miss Rappaports, säuerlich lok- 
kend wie eine Klarinette, zerschnitt die Szene. 

Die fremde Frau erhob sich wie von einer Feder aufge- 
schnellt, begrüsste unsere Erzieherin im Tonfall liebenswürdig- 
ster Verbindlichkeit und sagte, sie sei gekommen, um Besuch 
zu machen. Kein Blick und keine Geste mehr für uns. Sie 
hatte uns vollkommen vergessen. 

Miss Rappaport drehte ihre stechend überbrillte Progna- 
thie ein paarmal zwischen ihr und uns herum wie einen Straus- 
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| 
senkopf. Dann forderte sie sie mit einer stummen Handbewe- . 
gung auf, ihr ins Haus zu folgen. Und mit einer ungemein | 
graziösen, sehr damenhaft angedeuteten Verneigung, die linke 
Hand in delikater Fingerstellung angewinkelt, mit kleinen, 
gleichsam abschnurrenden Schritten und kokett schlenkern- 
dem Pompadour, kam ihr die Fremde nach. 
Dann war mit einemal die Witwe Morar um uns und 

zischelte uns, glücklich hinter geschlossenen Augenlidern lá- 
_ chelnd, aus ihrem Goldmund zu: « Habt ihr sie gesehen? Hat 
sie zu Euch gesprochen? Ist sie nicht wie ein Vógelein? Man 
muss einen Wagen für sie holen... » 

= Und erst jetzt begriffen wir, dass es die Frau im Schlitten 
_ — dass es Madame Tildy gewesen mar. Was wir nie vermutet 
hätten, war ihre Nase — die Geiernase ihres Vaters, des alten 
-— Paschkano. - 
Zunächst aber war uns keine Zeit für viel Verwunderung 
‚gegeben. Denn Frau Morar riss une heftig am Arm und sagte — 
laut und böse zum Gartentor hin: « Was steht die da herum 
; und gafft? » 
14 Und da sahen wir unter dem Goldregenbusch um Dwor- 
nikshäuschen Frau Koralewitsch lehnen. Sie musste den gan- 
‘2 zen Vorgang mit angesehen haben. 
28 « Was steht die da herum und gafft? » wiederholte Frau 
| Morar noch lauter als zuvor. 
| «Ach geh, du Leichenwäscherin, » sagte Frau Korale- 
= witsch träge. Sie stand unter Goldregenschauern wie Danaé. 


a Von den Vögeln, die über den Städten wohnen, sind die 
Tauben die gravitätischen Patrizier, dem Barock verbunden, 
_ das ihnen die zerklüftete und enge Welt der Giebel aufge- 
lockert und besänftigt, zur reichgestaltigen Felsenheimat ge- 
macht hat, voll der schmiegsam ausgemuldeten Nistplätze und 
| Schlupfwinkel, aber auch der Plattformen, Rampen und Büh- 
nen, auf denen sie sich versammeln, einander liebkosen, oder 
_ . selbstgefällig promenieren können. Denn anders als die scheu 
verstohlenen Baumbewohner der Parks und Gärten, die mit 
ihrem huschenden Hin und Her ein abstraktes Strichwerk 
| zeichnen, als webten sie den Entwurf des winterlich kahlen 
3 Gezweiges in die griine Folie ein; anders auch als die herri- 
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| schen und einzelgängerischen Möven der Seestädte, die im 
- Sinken und Steigen, im gleitenden Gewiege ihrer Flugbahnen 
das ruhelose Meer wiederholen, sind sie stetig und gesellig 
_ und lieben eine dekorative Betulichkeit, kokett beweglich wie 
die fülligen Fliederdolden ihrer Gestalt in den flinken Trip- 
pelfüssen und der zärtlichen Rundung der kleinen Köpfe. 
Die Schwalben und Falken gehören zu gotischen Türmen, 
Geschöpfe einer entrückten Sphäre, Einheimische des Him- 
mels, deren Stürzen durch den unbegrenzten Raum in Bewe- 
gung umgesetzte Inbrunst ist. Die Dohlen sind die Vögel der 
verlassenen Gebäude, der bröckelnden Gemäuer und verwahr- 
losten entlaubten Wipfel, kauzig verspielte Flugartisten, sozu- 
sagen die Boh&me der Lüfte; und das zänkische Proletariat 
der Spatzen schwirrt aus den Regenrinnen in den Staub und 
balgt sich dort um einen Strohhalm. Einzig die Tauben sind 
von bürgerlicher Gesittung, in einer festgefügten Welt mit 
Anmut und Besonnenheit zu Hause: höflich weichen sie dei- 
nem Schritt auf Plätzen aus, zu denen sie sich wimmelnd nie- 
dergelassen haben, rieseln nickend umeinander, umgurren sich 
unter gegenseitigen tiefen Verneigungen, und ihr klatschender, 
ein wenig plumper Schwingenschlag entführt sie zu den stei- 
nernen Heiligen auf den Gesimsen, deren gebärdenreiche 
Vereinsamung sie sanft beleben. 
Die Tauben über Tschernopol waren wild und schnell, sie 


strichen in pfeilgeraden Bahnen hoch über der Stadt von den 


Hügelzügen längs des Wlodjaktals zu den verstreuten Eichen- 
hainen jenseits in der grossen Ebene, als flögen sie über 
unwirtliches Gelände. Nur Vereinzelte fielen bisweilen in die 
Kronen alter Buchen und Pappeln an den Ausfallstrassen ein, 
um kurze Rast zu halten. Selten sah man sie untertags. Sie 
durchschnitten den lichten Himmel der frühen Morgenstunden 
oder gegen Abend, kurz bevor er sich rauchblau wie ihr Kleid 
verfärbte und, als wäre er in ihrem Flug verkündet, magisch 
ein erster Stern darin erschien. 

Immer ist es uns als ein Vollzug von tiefer Mystik vorge- 
kommen, dies sehr geheimnishafte, niemals in seinem Ursprung 
zu ertappende Vorhandensein des ersten Sterns am Himmel, 
der noch ganz der Himmel des durchlebten Tages ist, jetzt 
aber wie mit einem Riesenschritt hinter sich zurückgetreten, 
um eine Himmelsweite vertieft und zu neuen Tiefen dahinter 
aufgetan erscheint. Er leuchtete in der Magie des nicht Ge- 
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wordenen, sondern fertig und vollendet in die Welt Gestellten; 
und wenn wir uns auch sagten, dass uns der Einblick in die 
Tiefen, die er erschloss, ja nur gegeben war, weil das Auge 
in ihm einen festen Anhaltspunkt gewonnen hatte, der ihm die 
Distanzen zu ermessen half, so blieb der Vorgang für uns 
doch immer das Mysterium eines Schöpfungsaktes. Eher als 
physikalische Erklärungen ging uns ein, dass alles neu Erschaf- 
fene die Welt um neue Dimensionen erweitern und bereichern 
musste. 

Für Tschernopol war er das Signum einer täglichen Erlö- 
sung: der Erlösung von sich selbst. Die Stadt erwachte aus | 
ihrer überwältigenden Wirklichkeit, die ohne Gnade war, grell 
wie der Tag, und die nichts anderes brechen konnte als der 
hinsterbende Tag allein. Was bislang Wachheit gewesen war, 
unmittelbare Wirklichkeitsnähe, erschien wie eine Betäubung, 
die langsam abfiel, Schicht für Schicht, mit jedem Schleier, 
den der Abend über die Strassen senkte. 

Denn es war eine Wirklichkeit der Strasse, die von Tscher- 
nopol — der grossen Wanderstrassen, die Lebensbahnen sind, 
weithin durch das grenzenlose Land gezogen; die nicht enden 
als mit dem Tod des Wandernden. Sie hatten diese Stadt 
gemacht. Aus einem ihrer Schnittpunkte war sie erstanden, 
Stauplatz der Heimatlosen, Sammelplatz der niemals Sesshaf- 
ten, durchpulst vom Zug der Ruhelosigkeit, bedrängt vom 
zehrenden Verlangen nach einem unbestimmtem Weiter, Da- 
rüberhinaus; durchsetzt mit der Gärhefe der Ungenügsam- 
keit — und zugleich nackt und unverbrämt in Not, Müshal 
und Beladenheit, in der mitleidlosen Härte der Lebenskundi- 
gen, für die alles vergänglich, alle Plage nur Erscheinung 
und alles Mitleid hinfällig im Wissen um die Vergänglichkeit 


der Schmerzen ist. 


Anders als in anderen Städten also, in denen sich das 
Leben tagsüber auf den Strassen gefällig abspielt, während 
erst die Nacht seine grausamen und hoffnungslosen Züge zum 
Vorschein bringt — und auch das nur in geheimen Winkeln 
und Verstecken, die in den entleerten Adern sichtbar werden - 
wie Rattennester in abgelassenen Kanälen — war hier der 
Tag der Zeuge aller Wirklichkeit. Krasses, ungeschminktes 
Leben, Tagesgrelligkeit und Strasse waren ein und dasselbe 
in Tschernopol, liessen sich nicht voneinander trennen. Alles, | 
vom Geborenwerden bis zum Sterben, vollzog sich unverhüllt 
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wie auf der offenen Fläche einer Hand. So waren die Strassen 
von Tschernopol tagsüber der Schauplatz blanker Gemeinheit, 
‚brutaler Selbstsucht, schamloser Niedrigkeit. Man lachte, 
senate liebte, bestahl und priigelte sich auf den Märkten, 


zeugte hinter Zäunen, starb in der Gosse. Beutelschneider 

nahmen Bettlern den letzten Heller ab; Totschläger flüchte- 

ten gehetzt; Unflätigkeiten kamen von den Lippen junger 

Mädchen. 

‘ Und man liebte den Tag und seine Wirklichkeit. Nichts 
blieb also unausgesprochen in Tschernopol. Nichts blieb 
verschwiegen oder liess sich verschweigen. Kein Schein war 
zugelassen, keinerlei Beschönigung erlaubt, kein Vorwand 
hatte Geltung, keine Täuschung blieb undurchschaut. Jedes 
Ding war ohne Schonung auf sich selbst zurückgeworfen, fand 
in nichts anderem als in sich selbst Verlass und Halt, war 
niemals heilsam von sich selber abgezogen. Der Trug, der 

- Wahn, die schöne Blendung — alles, was uns hilft, den dunk- 
len Lebenstraum reicher zu träumen, war aus der tagesgrellen 
Wirklichkeit verbannt. Narrheit war nichts anderes als 
Narrheit, Rausch war Besoffenheit, Verzweiflung Flucht, für 
die es keinen Ausweg gab. 

Gleichwohl waren die Mienen der Menschen von Tscher- 
nopol nicht platterdings trivial. Ihre Wachsamkeit war bis 
zum Ausdruck höchster Intelligenz gesteigert, sie leuchtete 
daraus als eine trockene und helle Leidenschaftlichkeit — die 
Leidenschaft des unbestechlichen Blicks, der Freude and der 
Enthüllung, der Reduzierung aufs echte Mass —: die Lei-. 
denschaft am Witz, mit einem Wort. In ihr und mit ihr war 
allen anderen Leidenschaften freie Bahn gegeben. Die Lust 
am Unverblümten lebte sich ohne Hemmung aus. Man lachte, 
wenn ein Droschkenkutscher mit der Peitsche nach einem 
Blinden schlug, der seinem Fahrzeug hinderlich in den Weg 
gekommen war; man lachte über einen Juden, der um ein 
paar Lewonzen heulte, um die er sich betrogen meinte, ebenso 
wie man über einen Betrunkenen lachte, der, obszöne Lieder 
grölend, vorüberzog, während neben ihm ein überfahrener 
Hund um sein gelähmtes Hinterteil kreiselte und sich geifernd 
vor Schmerz blindwütig in die Flanke biss. Die Kinder der 
Strasse lachten über Strassenereignisse das rohblecherne Ge- 
lächter von Strassenjungen, sie spähten alle Augenblicke nach 
neuem Anlass dafür aus in ihrem diebesflinken Strassenjun- 
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gengeist, und nichts entging ihnen, kein Missverständnis und| 
keine Verirrung, weder der Schrecken noch die Qual, das» 
Laster nicht und nicht das Verbrechen, nicht das Schmerzliche : 
und schon garnicht die Groteske, die überall und immer nah 
bei allem wohnt. ei 

Über all das senkte sich der Abend befreiend und erlösend | 
nieder wie der Schatten einer beschwichtigenden Hand. Wie: 
sein Licht gebrochen war, so war auch die Wirklichkeit mit : 
ihm gebrochen, besänftigend gefällt, das Krüde weich, das 
Naheliegende entrückt, das Unmittelbare mittelbar gemacht. 
Die Dimension, die jener erste Stern der Welt dazugewann,, 
war eben die des Himmels — nämlich die Einsicht in die 
äusserste eigene Verlorenheit. Im Violblau der Schatten löste 
sich die Spannung der Vereinsamten zu einer anderen Art 
von Einsamkeit. Die niemals von sich selber Abgezogenen | 
stürzten nochmals auf sich selbst zurück und gewannen dabei 
die Welt in ihrer Grenzenlosigkeit. Wie sich die Erde máhlich 
von der Sonne abwendete, fanden sie die andere Seite der 
Welt und sich selbst in sichtbar gewordener Verlassenheit 
darin. Sehnsucht floss in die Blicke und Gebärden ein und im , 
Gefolge Zärtlichkeit — die Zärtlichkeit, die nur der Schmerz 
ums Nie-Erreichbare, Niemals-zu-Verwirklichende verleiht und | 
die darum dem Leid so ähnlich schmeckt. Sie brach ins 
schwermütige Moll der Lieder aus, flüchtete sich in wunder- 


men. Sie machte unstet, drängte zu einer Suche ohne eigent- | 
lichen Gegenstand oder bestimmtes Ziel —: der allabendliche 
Korso war mehr als müssiggängerisches Flanieren, er war ein 
Ritual, in welchem sich die Unrast der Verlorenen beschwich- 
tigte; in seine Katzenhochzeitsstimmung mischte sich die 
Innigkeit der Maiandacht. 

Und die Nacht war schön in Tschernopol. Zwar fand das 
Mondlicht dort keine Kathedralen und Paläste vor, die es 
hätte mit Entrückung übergiessen und in die Beinhausarchi- 
tektur erlesener Träume verwandeln können. Es gleisste ziem- 
lich schäbig von den Blechdächern des Bahnhofsviertels wie- 
der, die sich an der steilen Böschung zum Wolodjak überein- 
anderstaffelten; schnitt auf der Kuppe die profane Silhouette 
garstig hochgeschossener Zinskasernen ohne Gnade aus dem | 
Rand des Himmels aus; liess die maurischen Zinnen der Re- | 
sidenz des Metropoliten so falsch erscheinen wie sie waren und | 


400 


FRAGMENTE 


griff sich dann aus der Verschachtelung gegiebelter und fla- 
‚cher Dächer die plumpe Kuppel der Synagoge und, ein paar 
Strassenzüge weiter, die Steinbaukastentürme der Katholi- 
schen Herz-Jesu-Kirche und der Heiligen Paraskiwa heraus, 
die sie in kahlem Pathos überragten. Es troff gänzlich ohne 
"poetische Wirkung an der Banalitát der Feuermauern um den 
Ringplatz ab, sammelte sich milchig auf dem besudelten 
Pflaster der Rathausesplanade, zeichnete den feinen Schatten 
der Basilika des Heiligen Miron scharfgestochen über die 
rechteckig eingezäunte räudige Rasenfläche, in der sie verein- 
samt stand, um endlich jenseits, hinter dem Komplex der 
Landesregierung und dem platten Tempelbau des Offizierska- 
sinos, im nachtwinddurchrauschten Laubgewoge des Volksgar- 
tens zum Olivton geschwärzten Silbers abzustumpfen. 

Aber es war, als hätte das weite Land ringsum seinen 
Schandfleck mitleidig in den Schoss genommen. Die schwar- 
zen Waldungen der Wolodjakhügel schienen näher anzubran- 
den, sie hatten schmale Zungen und inselhaft vereinzelte 
Gruppen in die Wüstenei aus Steinen, Blech und Mörtel vor- 
geschickt, jeden Baum der Nacht entgegen in einem grossen 
Einverständnis aufgefächert, ein Kelch geheimnisreich beleb- 
ter Dunkelheit. Die Felder schlossen sich enger um die Vor- 
stadt, ertränkten deren kahle Hässlichkeit in ihrem Reich- 
tum; und der gleiche Wind, der weithin die silbernen Ähren 
kämmte, trug die Miasmen der Gossen in den Judenhöfen fort 
und mischte in die eingefressenen Gestänke von Spülicht, fau- 
lem Fisch und ranzigem Sonnenblumenöl, von Knobllauch, 
Stutenurin und Katzendreck den Duft von Erde, Heu und 
Fichtenharz. Pfützen, die tagsüber braun und schäumend wa- 
ren wie Bier, standen wie Teiche: ein Stück Himmel in die 
Erde eingelassen; und die grosse Stille — die grillendurch- 
zirpte, froschgelärmverhangene Sternraumstille nächtlicher 
Landschaft lag über Tschernopol, begütigend wie ein mütter- 
liches Wiegenlied — bisweilen nur vom einsamen Hufgeklap- 
per müdgetriebener Droschkengäule durchtröpfelt und fernher 
vom verlorenen Bellen mondsüchtiger Vorstadthunde heraus- 
gefordert in beklemmender Vergeblichkeit. 

Dann konnte es geschehen, dass Mütter ihre ungehorsa- 
men Kinder, wenn sie nicht schlafen wollten, in banges 
Schweigen brachten, indem sie den Finger vor die Lippen ho- 
ben und sagten: « Still! Hörst du das Hufgetrappel? Das ist 
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noch weinst. » ì 
Denn Tamara Tildys Vater pflegte nächtlings in einer ai 
tertümlich schweren, von zwei kolossalen Gäulen gezogenem 
Kutsche auszufahren, um das Mausoleum seiner beiden Frauem 
im Wäldchen von Horetschea zu besuchen. 
Es ist nur wenig über die Historie der Stadt Tschernopo} 
bekannt. Einen halben Tagesmarsch gegen Norden lag auf: 
einem der Wolodjakhügel die Ruine eines alten Wachtturms: 
Sie wurde die «Burg Zitzena » genannt. Der Volksmund: 
überlieferte, der Name komme von der Zerstörung der Be- 
festigung durch die Türken her. Dabei war ein Kind geraubti 
und im Walde ausgesetzt worden; es hatte Hunger und schrie:! 
nach der Mutterbrust: « Zitze! Zitze! »; die Mutter, so hiess: 
es, in verzweiflungsvoller Suche, habe die Stimme ihres Kin-- 
des gehört und ihm den Quell der Nahrung angeboten, indemi 
sie wiederholte: « Na! Na! » — was nach dem Sprachgebrauchi 
der Teskowina soviel heisst wie: Hier hast du’s, nimm! —- 
jedoch ohne dass sie hätte ihren Liebling wiederfindeni 
können. | 
Die Sage zeugt von wenig anderem als von der Unzu-: 
länglichkeit der Folklore als einer Quelle historischer For-- 
schung. Indes, so interessant es sein mag, zu erfahren, welcher * 
der Wojwoden jenen Wachtturm hate errichten lassen, oder‘ 
ob es die Polen, die Ungarn oder gar die Türken selbst ge- 
wesen waren — feststeht jedenfalls, dass die Stadt Tscherno-. 
pol kaum älter als ein paar hundert Jahre war und vermutlich 
weitaus eher kraft ihrer Anekdotenfreudigheit ins europäische : 
Bewusstsein eingedrungen ware als durch irgendwelche 
geschichtliche Bedeutung. | 
Die Teskowinadeutschen suchten die Ruine des Zitzena 
gern zu Sonnwendfeiern und ähnlichen völkischen Anlässen 
in Wandermärschen auf. Der Sportclub Turnvater Jahn, der 
« Männersingverein » sowie der « Frauengesangverein » zogen 
dann mit ihren Fahnen und Bierwagen liederfroh durch die 
Ruthenenvorstadt am Kalitschankabach, nicht ohne dass sich 
jedesmal ein paar Helden des nationalen Sportclubs Mirtschea 
Dobosch und der studentischen Junimea gleichfalls aufmach- 
ten, um ihnen die unschuldige Freude gründlich zu versalzen, 
wobei es gewöhnlich zu heftigen Schlägereien kam. Der Ab- 
geordnete der deutschen Minderheit, ein gewisser Professor 
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Dr. Hodelein (wegen seiner geschmeidigen Anpassunpetahien 


Beit an die Bestrebungen der neuen Landesherren von der 


volkisch aufrechten Gruppe um Professor Feuer « Testikule- 
sku » genannt) hatte dann Gelegenheit, bei Herrn Tarangolian 
vorstellig zu werden und formell Beschwerde briscola hi 
einer Schenke ab, von der es hiess, dass dort Sandrel Pasch- 
_kano zum erstenmal unter Menschen erschienen war. Frau 
Morar konnte die Geschichte am einducksvollsten erzählen: 
wie die Wirtsmagd zum Brunnen gegangen und schreiend 
wiedergekommen war, weil angeblich ein Bar, oder schlim- 
mer noch: ein Waldgeist, ein sogenannter Djuglan, über den 
Holzeimer geneigt gewesen war, um mit den Lippen daraus 
zu trinken; wie dann ein paar beherzte Männer herausgegan- 
gen waren und auch sie vor Schreck beinah wieder ins Haus 
gelaufen wären, denn der Riese habe sich bei ihrem Näher- 
kommen umgewendet, und dabei sei er ohne ein Gesicht 
gewesen: ein schwarzer Kopf ohne Mund und Augen, aus dem 
ein weisser Schnabel vorstand. Dann aber habe der vermeint- 
liche Djuglan die Hände erhoben und das lange schwarze 
Haar, das ihm beim Trinken über das Gesicht gefallen war, 
in zwei Hälften geteilt und wie einen Vorhang beiseitegescho- 
ben; und dabei seien doch ein Mund und ein paar glühend 


schwarze Augen zum Vorschein gekommen; und was sie für 


einen Schnabel gehalten hatten, war seine Nase. Sie hätten 
ihm zu essen angeboten, und er sei beglieben. Er war jung 
und bärenstark und in der Wirtschaft nützlich. Aber eines 
Tages sei er dann auf und davon gegangen, zu den Soldaten, 
in den Krieg gegen die Türken — den letzten, bei dem sie 
besiegt worden waren und die Festung Plewna verloren hatten 
und so das Land hatten räumen müssen; oder vielleicht war 
er zu den Räubern gegangen: denn wiedergekommen war er 
als ein reicher Mann und hatte eine Prinzessin geheiratet. 

Zog man von jenem Gasthaus eine gerade Linie über die 
Stadt Tschernopol — etwa dem Flug einer wilden Taube ent- 
sprechend — so traf man jenseits auf das Eichenwäldchen von 
Horetschea, in dem das Mausoleum der zwei Frauen des 
Paschkano nach dem Muster des Tadschmahal erbaut war. 
Ziemlich genau auf dieser Linie lag auch das Haus, in dem 
Paschkano wohnte. 

Später, als wir unserer beständigen Überwachung endlich 
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entwachsen waren und gelegentlich die Stadt durchstreifen 
konnten, haben wir es oftmals aufgesucht, um vielleicht ‚hin- 


| ter seinen Fenstern oder mit einem Blick in seinen Hof etwas | 


von den Einzelheiten der Umgebung zu erspähen, in welcher 
sich Dinge zugetragen hatten, die zu den erregendsten Erleb- 
nissen unserer Kindheit gehörten. Es stand in einer krummen . 
alten Gasse, im Viertel um den sogenannten Türkenbrunnen 
(ob er in der Tat noch aus der Zeit der Türkenherrschaft 
stammte, war uns nicht möglich festzustellen; die Dinge setz- 
ten in Tschernopol bald die Patina des hohen Alters an). Die 
Häuser jener Gegend standen noch mit der Giebelfront zur , 
Strasse und hatten, wie bäuerliche Gehöfte, einen Seitenflügel 
von Stallungen. Die grossen Tore, in die für gewöhnlich eine 
Tür als Durchlass eingeschnitten war, hingen in mächtigen 
Bohlen und waren mit geschnitzten Holzschindeldächern 
überdeckt und zolldick mit Kinoplakaten, Werbungen für 
Ostermazzoth, Todesanzeigen, Wählerlisten politischer Par- 
teien und Steckbriefen überklebt und kreuz und quer mit 
Obszönitäten vollgeschmiert. Die Strasse war gegen den Wolo- | 
djakhang geneigt; in den Abflussrinnen des buckeligen Kopf- 
steimpflasters, das allerdings nur zu Zeiten der Frühjahrs- 
schneeschmelze zum Vorschein kam und sonst von knöcheltie- 
fem zähem Schlamm oder mehligem Staub bedeckt war, 


schäumten heftige Kloakenbäche. Die Hinterfront der Höfe 


schloss an einen schönen alten Judenfriedhof an, wo Birkenz- 
weige die schiefen Grabplatten beschatteten. Man sagte uns, 
dass in den meisten der umliegenden Häuser, vor allem in den 
ausgebauten, arg verwahrlosten Stallgebäuden, die Absteige- 
quartiere der Strassenmädchen waren, die das Viertel bevölker- 


ten. In allen Winkeln lauerten grosse, wilde Katzen, die sich 


allnächtlich mit lärmender Inbrunst paarten und ungehindert 
in der Progression vermehrten. Eine einzige Laterne, den Stein- 
schleudern aller Strassenjungen preisgegeben, warf einen trü- 
ben Schein über den Scheitelpunkt der Strassenkrümmung. _ 
Die beiden Bögen verliefen ins diehte Dunkel. Gegenüber 
ragten die fünf Zwiebeltürme der Heiligen Paraskiwa über. 
die Dächer, ein Bau aus buntglasierten Ziegeln von absurder 
Scheusslichkeit. 

Paschkanos Haus war grösser und solider als die anderen, 
die es umgaben, auch mit Schieferplatten anstatt des ge- | 
wöhnlichen Zinkblechdachs gedeckt. Eine alte, fast gänzlich | 
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| entlaubte Akazie stand im Hof. In keiner Weise entsprach es 
der Vorstellung, die man sich vom Stadthaus des reichsten 


Mannes der Provinz und Gatten einer Prinzessin Sturdza 


- machte. Die kahle Vorderfront, die geradezu verödend auf 


| das Auge wirkte, war bis unter die ersten Fenster vom Verputz 


befreit und bis auf die Ziegel abgeschliffen. Das Torhaus hatte 
zu Österreichs Zeiten eine Trafik beherbergt, in welcher Ta- 
bak, Briefmarken und die monopolisierten Salzstössel ver- 


kauft worden waren; die Holzläden vor den kleinen Fenstern 


trugen noch die verwitterten Reste der einstigen schwarz- 
gelben Bemalung, in schrägen Streifen wie an einem Schild- 
wachhauschen. Und vielleicht mochte in den frühen Achtzi- 
gerjahren des vergangenen Jahrhunderts einem abenteuern- 
den, vor kurzem erst aus den Wäldern niedergestiegenen 


Hirtenburschen dieses Haus als Inbegriff patrizischer Würde 


und Wohlgefestigtheit erschienen sein; wahrscheinlich sogar 
hatte es ihm gerade die schwarz-gelb gestreifte Trafik, als 
staatsgewaltliche Einrichtung sozusagen, besonders angetan. 
Die Prinzessin Sturdza hat übrigens dort nie gewohnt, obwohl 
es hiess, der berühmte Tizian, ein Gemälde von Millionenwert, 
das ihr Sandrel Paschkano geschenkt hatte, hinge noch in die- 
sem Hause. 

Denn als Paschkano die Sturdza ehelichte, besass er bereits 
viele andere Häuser, in der Stadt sowohl wie auf dem Lande, 
unter anderen das Jagdschloss in seinen riesenhaften Waldun- 
gen, in welchem Prinzen von königlichem Geblüt zu Gast ge- 
wesen waren. Aber selbst zu Zeiten seines höchsten Glanzes 
blieb er in dem Haus am alten Türkenbrunnen wohnen. Er 
hing mit aller Zähigkeit an diesem ersten Haus, das er bald 
nach seiner Rückkehr von der Belagerung von Plewna erwor- 
ben und mit blanken türkischen Goldmünzen bezahlt hatte 
— eine dunkle Beute, ein gefundener Schatz vielleicht oder 
ein Raub — es gingen alle möglichen Gerüchte darüber um. 
Und in der Tat hat man man den früheren Besitzer des Hau- 
ses wenig später ermordet und ausgeplündert vorgefunden. 
Und obwohl derlei in Tschernopol nicht gerade selten vorkam 
und man um Verdächtige niemals verlegen zu sein brauchte, 
wurde das Verbrechen dem damals jungen Zuzügler angedich- 
tet, wiewohl ihm freilich nicht das Geringste nachzuwei- 
sen war. 

Wie auch immer: er war geblieben und hatte seinen 
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Reichtum, woher der auch stammen mochte, geradezu phan- 
tastisch vermehrt. Welcher Art seine ersten und viele seiner 
weiteren Geschäfte waren, steht dahin. Auch darüber wollten 
die unterschiedlichsten Gerüchte nicht verstummen. Tatsache 
ist, dass er niemals mehr als seinen Namen schreiben konnte. 
Die Zeitung las ihm in späteren Jahren sein Kutscher vor, ein 
riesenhafter Kazape — Angehöriger einer religiösen Sekte, die 
es den Männern gebietet, sich nach ehelicher Zeugung von 
zwei Kindern der Kastration zu unterziehen. Kontrakte liess 
sich Sandrel Paschkano von seinen Geschäftspartnern verlesen 
und behielt den Wortlaut bis auf die kleinste Einzelheit sofort | 
im Gedächtnis. 

Sein Hauptgeschäft war Holz. Die ungeheuren Ankäufe 
von ganzen Waldungen, die skandalösen Vorgänge der Über- 
tólpelung, Bestechungen und Hinterziehungen dabei fúllten 
eine Chronik, aus der Herr Tarangolian die amüsantesten 
Begebenheiten zu erzählen wusste. Denn was auch immer 
Sandrel Paschkano unternahm, hatte den Charakter des 
Coups — des Streichs auch in der humoresken Wortbedeutung. 
Dabei war ihm für die längste Zeit ein fabulöser Erfolg 
beschieden. Einer seiner Mittelsleute war selbst zu einem sehr 
beträchtlichen (und wie sich später erweisen sollte: stabileren) 
Vermögen gekommen und im Jahre 1916 in den erbland- 
österreichischen Adelsstand erhoben worden: Hirsch Leib 
Ritter von Merores (man sprach späterhin von spanischer Ab- 
kunft). 

Aber noch viel abenteuerlicher und unheimlich romanti- 
scher klangen die Geschichten, die über die beiden Frauen 
Paschkanos im Umlauf waren: die rechtmässige Gattin, die 
geborene Prinzessin Sturdza, und seine Geliebte, die schöne 
Bauernmagd Joana Tschjornej. Er hatte gleichzeitig mit bei- 
den gelebt, und die Fama wollte wissen, dass sie gleichzeitig 
gestorben waren — das heisst: er hätte sie (oder sie hätten 
| sich gegenseitig) umgebracht. Man nannte als den Anlass dazu 
einen sagenhaften Diamanten, einen Solitär von abnormer 
Grösse und höchst eigenartigem Schliff: Sandrel Paschkano 
soll ihn der Sturdza als Morgengabe nach der Brautnacht 
geschenkt und später wieder abgenommen haben, um ihn zur 
gleichen (wenn auch weniger legitimen) Gelegenheit der 
Tschjornej zu geben. Der Kampf zwischen den beiden Frauen, 
die er zwang, im gleichen Hause zu leben, habe, so hiess es, 
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fabrelang auf das erbittertste ends wobei es angeblich um 
den Stein als um eine Art von Fetisch, ein Symbol und 
Beschworungsmittel der Liebe Sandrel Paschkanos ging. Man 
agte, dieser Kampf sei mit den absonderlichsten Waffen 
ausgetragen worden. So zum Beispiel habe die Magd Tschjor- 
nej den Augen der Prinzessin nicht widerstehen können und 
darum immer ihren Kopf verhüllt, wenn jene gegenwärtig 
ot während die Sturdza ihrerseits darauf gelauert habe, sie 
mit ihrem Blick zu überraschen, in die Knie zu zwingen und 
ihr die Herausgabe des Steines zu befehlen. Wiederum habe 
die Sturdza, die über ein sehr empfindliches Gehör verfügte, 
die Stimme der Tschjornej nicht ertragen: wenn also der 
Stein durch die Befehlsgewalt ihres fürstlichen Blickes über 
die Magd wieder in ihren Besitz zurückgekommen war, so 
habe die Tschjornej den ganzen Tag lang ihre traurigen und 
lustigen Bauernlieder gesungen, bis die Prinzessin mit dem 
empfindlichen Gehörnerv, zum Wahnsinn zermürbt, ihr das 
Juwel wieder vor die Füsse geschmissen habe. Schliesslich soll 
Paschkano sie alle beide erschlagen haben — oder sie brach- 
ten sich gegenseitig um, wobei ihre Hände so unlösbar um den 
Diamanten verkrampft gewesen waren, dass man sie hatte in 
einem Sarg bestatten müssen. 

Aber alles das war sicherlich die reine Phantasie. Wir 
verdankten diese Geschichten auch zum grössten Teil unserer 
Freundin, Frau Morar. 

Es entsprach jedoch der Wahrheit, dass die beiden Frauen 
Sandrel Paschkanos nebeneinander im Wäldchen von Hore- 
tschea bestattet waren. Der Eichenhain lag etwa eine halbe 
Wagenstunde ausserhalb der Stadt und gehörte zum Gelände 
eines kleinen Klosters, dessen Mönche sich Paschkano durch 
grosszügige Spenden so gefügig gemacht hatte, dass sie das 
Grabmal seiner Frauen wie ein Heiligtum bewachten. 
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Was in seinen Fängen 
Einmal auffährt: gibs! 
Wenige Atemlängen 
Bleib im Arm des Diebs. 
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Er wird dich verlassen. 
Ruf, er spürt nach fern. 

Hass’ ihn, biet im Hassen 
Distel ihm, Olivenkern. 


BAJA A: “tte 


Ohne Motoren 
Kam er her zu dir. È 
Es sind die Motoren | 
Abgefallen im Meer bei dir. — + 


Sie warfen Ól und Sand 
Vergebens in See. 

Ohne Laut iibern Strand 

Kam der Schatten von See. 

In dem rissigen Spiegel 

Der Augen sahn sie die Hiigel 
Voll Dornen und Schnee. 


Was in diesen Fängen 
Einmal auffährt: gibs! 
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e Miemlängen. Miss | 
Bleibst du im Arm des Diebs. 
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BEIN UND EISEN 


Kaufe den Teppich, 

Die Schärpe aus Metall, 
Floss dir und Ziegenschlauch, 
Nimm ihn mit, ersteh ihn am 
Tor mit dem Léwenkopf. 


Du weisst nicht, ob du wiederkehrst. 


Die Dohlen sind dir 

(nur Stunden Aufenthalts) 
Schwarzer Staub von Jahren, 
Staubchen des Kontinents. 


Aufenthalt = 


Das nächtliche Räderrollen. 

Aufenthalt. Ziel. Weiterfahrt. 
« Du sollst an mich denken. » 
Dusollst. Dusolltest. Dusollst. 


Aufenthalt — 


Kinderhände 
Gelbe Adern 
Würfelaugen. 
Kiesel, warm von 


Frauenhánden: 
Aufenthalt — 
An deiner Ecke 


Klappern die Schritte 
Voriiber. 
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Springt der Hagel. 
Lacht der Schnee. 


Wenn Hagel tanzt 
Uber der Ebene 
Und wenn Regen tanzt 
Und die Sonne auffährt: 


Wirst du ein Gespenst sehen 
(wenn du hinblickst) 

Aus Eisen ein Gliederwerk 
Und ein Knochenmuster. — 


wen fo A mann = 


Kaufe den Teppich 
qe Vom Mann, der dich anspricht, 

CRE Am Tor, das sich fortstiehlt, \ 
= Mit dem Löwem am Ring. 


fps waht hi. 


EIBEN 


Die Nacht, die breite Flügel dreht. 
Die durchs Gestänge Krähen spült. 


Die eine Krähe weht durch ihre Gitter, 
Sich drehend schneller drehend, 


Hoch über Liebespaaren, die nach Dienst 
Nur halb versteckt in Sträuchern liegen unter ihr. 


Die Seufzer, rote Beeren nass in Eiben. 
Die Amseln straff und bös auf Kies und Zäunen. 
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Komm wieder: Strasse der Eleganz 

Verlassen am King George Kai sucht ve 
Geplänkel deines Mundes fr 
Und ist nicht still. / 
E Am weissen Turm “Sie 
Schlingt sie zum Knoten sich 
In einem Tanz 5% 
Der stockt. “à 


on + 


Die Fische glotzen iiber Wellen rot- 
Augig zu mir riiber mittagsleer. 

Komm wieder Re: 
Komm mit einem Schiff aus Hai, 


Aus Zunder oder doch aus Viper: komm. 


Kran 


Sirenen murren. Frösche. Ein Komet. 
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Die Lippen scharf, o vogelstarr 

Hat sichs auf deine Augen gesetzt. Zu spät, 

Dass wir uns ansehn. Die kleine Feder fliegt 

Nicht mehr von deinen Lippen, der Flaum bricht. 


Aus ganz verschiedenem Bein war dies Gesicht gemacht. 
Die Nasenflügel, die aus dem Küstenstrich 

Den scharfen Blick sich holten, Fischbein. Ein Skeptiker 
Zog Rillen um den Mund. 


Weil mönchisch harter Glanz auf den Brauen war, 
Wühlmäuse in die Stirne kamen. Geistliche 
Entfalteten die schwarzen Segel. Feldhauptmann, 
Ein Widerpart des Kapitäns, verschenkte dich 
An eine Übermacht. 
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Zäune am Weg. Der Fluss. 

Durch Brücken müht er sich. 
Durch Nachtzäune komme ich. 
Auf Pfeilern, an Brückenlaternen 
Taucht der Weg in Milchlichter. 


Pfad, der sich aufhebt: 
Auch wenn ich näher bin, 
Die Hände ausgestreckt, 
Hände an Eismauern. 
Gitter, sekundenlang 
Hörbar im Frost. 
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DER KUCKUCK 


Ein Kiefernwald. Der Querschnitt des sich in der Biihnen- 
mitte erhebenden Hiigels zeigt eine Fallgrube. Bollin bedeckt 
die Grube mit Zweigen. Sobald er damit fertig ist, läuft er 
zur linken Bühnenseite und verändert mit einigen Griffen seine 
Kleidung, als wolle er sein zukünftiges Opfer mimen. 


BoLLIN: Ich weiss von nichts! — Ich komme daher! — Ich 
denke an nichts Böses! — Ich komme daher, weiss von 
nichts und denke an etwas Angenehmes. (Er nähert sich 
der Fallgrube) Meine Augen heften sich auf den Boden. 
Meine Sinne sind hellwach. Misstrauen bewegt meine 
Seele! (Er steht vor der Fallgrube, hebt schon das eine 
Bein, um den verhängnisvollen Schritt zu machen) Wenn 
jemand daherkäme, der nicht ich wäre, der von nichts 
wüsste, an nichts Böses denken würde, im Gegenteil, an 
etwas Angenehmes. Trotz hellwacher Sinne und dienstlich 
misstrauischer Seele, er täte diesen Schritt — den ich nicht 
mache. Natürlich nicht! Vielleicht noch dieses Zweiglein 
so herum und hier die Spuren meiner Ordnungsliebe be- 
seitigt. (Er ändert noch etwas an der Anordnung der 
Zweige und betrachtet sodann befriedigt sein Werk) Man 
könnte sich da rein verlieben. Es verlockt zu gefährlichen 
Gedankengängen, zieht mich fast in den Abgrund, zöge 
mich ganz gewiss, — wenn nicht die Pflicht Bollin zu- 
rückhielte und mit der wohlbekannten Stimme riefe: Noch 
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nicht, Bollin, noch nicht. Dein Werk hat erst begonn 
(Er springt über die Grube, hüpft zwischen den Bäumer: 
umher und ruft nach links): Kuckuck, Kuckuck, — Kuk: 


kuck... a | 
STIMME: Kuckuck! El 
BoLLIN: Kuckuck! it 


STIMME: Kuckuck, — Kuckuck! 
(Von links kommt der bärtige, Pfeife rauchende F, örster)) 

Borım: Kuckuck! 

FÖRSTER: Kuckuck! (Er nähert sich der Grube, steht N 
davor, betrachtet misstrauisch den Boden, will sich schon 

bücken...). 

Boru: Kuckuck, Kuckuck, Kuckuck! (Der Förster richteti 

sich auf, will dem Kuckucksruf nach und fällt, Flinte undi 

Jagdbeutel verlierend, in die Grube. Bollin springt hinterr 

dem Baum hervor, reibt sich fröhlich die Hände, hängti 

sich Flinte und Jagdbeutel um und blickt in die Grube)! 

4 Kuckuck! 

| FÔRSTER (an der ausgegangenen Pfeife ziehend): Bollin? 

N Borzm: Kuckuck! 

Forster: Zieht nicht mehr! (Er klopft die Pfeife aus) Obi 
Sie Bollin sind, will ich wissen. 

BoLLIN: Mit grossem B und zwei L. 

Forster: Wie ich mir gedacht habe. — Wo ist denn nur? 
(Er sucht in seinen Taschen, Bollin öffnet den Jagdbeutel). 

BoLLin: Wenn der Herr sein Büchlein suchen und den da- . 
zugehörigen Bleistift? — Bitte schön! (Er reicht beides — 
in die Grube). 

- FÖRSTER (schreibend): Mit B und zwei L. Wohnhaft? 

BoLLIN: Schreiben Sie, er zieht gerade um. 

Forster: Im Umzug begriffen. — Warum? 

BoLLIN: Luftveránderung. 

FORSTER: Aus Gesundheitsgriinden? 

Boru: Erraten, die Grosstadt hat mein Wohlbefinden unter- 
graben. 

Forster: Und jetzt untergraben Sie die Sicherheit meines 
Reviers. 

BoLLIN: Kuckuck! 

Forster: Warum tun Sie das? 

Borzin: Kuckuck! 
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Forster: Antworten Sie, Bollin! Meine zwei Forsteleven n 

seit drei Wochen überfällig, und Förster Platzmann aus. 

| Melchow ist auch verschwunden. 

BoLLINn: Spurlos? 

ORSTER: Spurlos. 

BoLLin: Hm. Er wird doch nicht etwa im Himmel sein? 

F ORSTER: Wahrscheinlich. 

4 BoLLIN: Er was ein frommer Mann, es wäre nur gerecht, wenn 

à nun da oben sein Plätzchen wire. 

_ Forster: Zu früh, Bollin, bedenken Sie, fiinfunddreissig Jahre, 
das ist doch kein Alter! 

BoLLIN: Dort oben wird er Gelegenheit haben, die Hundert- 
jahrgrenze nicht nur zu erreichen, nein, sogar zu über- 
schreiten. Ein ruhiger Lebensabend ist ihm gewiss. ; 

Forster: Sein Platz war hier! Spielen Sie nicht Schicksal, 
das kommt Ihnen nicht zu. Ich weiss zwar nicht, was Sie 
= gelernt haben, aber von der Forstwirtschaft haben Sie 


keine Ahnung. 

BoLLIN: Ich mag keine Förster! 

Forster: Niemand zwang Sie, die Stadt zu verlassen. 

| Bortin: Ich halte sie für überflüssig! 

FORSTER: Oho! Und die Waldfrevler, die Wilddiebe, die Brand- 
stifter, Harzzapfer, Wilddiebe, immer wieder die Wild- 
diebe? 

BoLLIN: Gibt es nur, weil es Förster gibt. 

FÖRSTER: Das muss ich vermerken. Gibt es nur... 

BoLLIN: Es ist vernünftig von Ihnen, diesen Satz zu notieren. 
Ich habe lange darüber nachgedacht. 

Forster: Paperlapapp, intellektuelles Geschwafel. Sie sind. 
ein Idealist, ein unverbesserlicher Weltverbesserer, ein 
Revoluzzer, ein Umstürzler. Destruktiv, pessimistisch bis 
auf die Knochen, ein Nihilist wie er im Buche steht, — 
aber was tut das Biirschchen, es masst sich Urteile an! 
Ohne Förster gebe es keine... Ist ja lächerlich. Dabei bin 
ich überzeugt, Sie können kein Kaninchen von einem 
Schaukelpferd unterscheiden. 

BoLLın: Warum sollte ich auch unterscheiden? 

Forster: Der Orientierung wegen, auch um zu lernen, zu 
bewerten, um sich ein Bild zu machen. Ein allumfassen- 
des, lückenloses Wissen hat noch niemandem geschadet. 
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— Ja, können Sie mir überhaupt sagen, wie diese Bäume: 
sich nennen, zwischen denen Sie herumirren und pflicht-- 
bewussten Förstern auflauern? 

Boutin: Bäume? Sagen Sie Bäume? Wo denn? 

Forster: Lassen Sie mich heraus, und ich erkläre Ihnen den 
Baumbestand. i 

Bouin: Das liegt kaum in meiner Absicht. Wozu hätte ich ı 
diese Arbeit geleistet? Ich habe Schwielen an den Händen. , 
Mein Hemd ist verschwitzt und klebt. Und Sie? Sie laufen | 
grün und überflüssig durch die Gegend, wollen mich dann 
um meinen sauer verdienten Lohn bringen, — ein Ausbeu- , 
ter sind Sie, ein Leuteschinder! 

Forster: Unsinn, Bollin, niemand will Ihnen etwas. Meine 

Arbeiter werden das Loch wieder zuschippen, Sie werden | 
straffrei bleiben, das verspreche ich feierlich — und aus- 
serdem wird etwas für Ihre Bildung getan. Ich werde Sie | 
in die Geheimnisse des Waldes einweihen. 

BoLLIN: Was wäre damit gewonnen? | 

Forster: Aha, daher weht der Wind! Er verachtet die Natur! © 

Born: Aber woher denn! Ganz im Gegenteil. Passen Sie auf: 
Kuckuck! 

Forster: Selbst einen so einfachen Vogelruf können Sie nicht | 
nachahmen. Hier, die Mundstellung: Kuckuck! 

BoLLIN: Sag ich ja. Kuckuck! 

Forster: Falsch! Kuckuck! 

BoLLin: Kuckuck, Kuckuck! Kuckuck! 

FÖRSTER: Ich gebe es auf. Sie lernen es nie. 

BoLLIN: Immerhin sind Sie auf meinen Kuckuck hereingefal- 
len. Kuckuck! (Er springt über die Grube und holt hin- 
ter den Bäumen eine Schaufel hervor) Darf ich jetzt viel- 
leicht eine bescheidene Frage stellen? 

Forster: Nur zu. Keine falsche Scham! Solange der Mensch 

| Fragen stellt, ist in ihm noch Hoffnung und guter Wille. _ 
Was wollen Sie wissen, Bollin? Gut, die Baume finden 
nicht Ihr Interesse. Vielleicht etwas über unsere einheimi- 
sche Vogelwelt oder die Waldameisen oder die Borken- 
käfer? — Na? 

BoLLin: Wissen Sie, was eine Schaufel ist? 


FORSTER (nach einer Pause): Fangen Sie an, ich habe ab- 
geschlossen. | 


416 


DER KUCKUCK 
Bouin: Kein Spaten, eine Schaufel? 
Forster: Nun los doch! Zeigen Sie dem alten Forschbach, 
- was man mit einer Schaufel alles machen. 

Boun: Och, so viel ist das ja nun auch wieder nicht. — Im- 

mer dasselbe: Kuckuck, Kuckuck und so weiter! 

Fò ORSTER: Einerlei, ich bin gespannt. Welcher Forster kann 

| sich das leisten, so unter seinen Bäumen zu liegen. 

BorLin: Den Bäumen ist das gleich. 

Fò ORSTER: Oh nein, da bin ich ganz sicher. Ein rechter Wald 
weiss seinen Hüter zu schätzen. 

BoLLIN: Alles Einbildung, Förstergeschwätz! — Ich habe mir 
so einen Stamm mal genau angeguckt. — Die machen 
sich nichts aus uns! 

Forster (selbstgefällig): Meine Kiefern kennen mich! 

BoLLin: Real bleiben, Forschbach, wir wollen die Tatsache 
doch nicht verkennen. Wer bezahlt Sie? Das Holz oder 
die Forstverwaltung? 

Forster: Es haben mir beide ihren Lohn gegeben. 

Bouin: Ah, keine blasse Ahnung von der Natur, — und das 
nennt sich Forster. 

Forster: Auf jeden Fall kann ich den Ruf eines Kuckucks 
beträchtlich besser nachahmen als Sie — und mein Re- 
vier kenn ich in- und auswendig. 

_BoLLin: Und jetzt dürfen Sie nich sogar das Grünzeug von 
unten angucken. (Er lacht höhnisch). 

FORSTER: Fangen wir an! 

BoLLin: Noch einen Wunsch? 

Forster: Meine Pfeife ist ausgegangen. Beim Sturz muss ich 
meinen Jagdbeutel verloren haben. 

BoLLin: Ja — höre ich richtig? Sie wollen doch nicht etwa 
hier mitten im Wald? 

Forster: Nur ein Pfeifchen noch. 

BoLLin: Ich habe da vorhin so ein Schild gesehen, da stand 
was drauf von verboten und so. 

Forster: Das gilt nur für Spaziergänger und Beerensammler. 

Bouin: Na schön, ist ja nicht mein Wald! Wenn Sie mir ver- 
sprechen, vorsichtig zu sein. (Es zieht ein Feuerzeug aus 
dem Jagdbeutel und wirft es in die Grube) Also, auf Ihre 
Verantwortung! (Der Förster zündet die Pfeife an und i 
raucht). 2 

4 
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| Forster: Meine Flinte? 


- FÓRSTER (nach kurzer Pause): Bollin? 
BorLin: Hm? 


- BoLLIN: Macht sich ganz gut hier oben. 

FÖRSTER: Sie liegt doch nicht etwa im Sand? 

BoLLIN: Im Gegenteil, sie hängt an einem Ast. 

Forster: Kann ich sie haben? 

BoiLin: Die Flinte? 

FÖRSTER: Sie ist ja nicht geladen. 

BoLLin: Nee, Forschbach, das geht zu weit. 

FÖRSTER: Auch wenn sie nicht geladen ist. 

Bouin: Flinte ist Flinte! 

| Forster: Sie können ja nachsehen, kein Schuss drinnen. _ 

Bouin: Ich sag ja, ob geladen oder nicht, es geht mir ums 
Prinzip. > 

Forster: Vielleicht dieses Mal eine kleine Ausnahme. 

BoLLIN: Ich hör ja gar nicht mehr hin. Da könnte jeder kom- 
men und nach seiner Flinte jammern. Solche Methoden 

wollen wir überhaupt nicht erst einführen. 

FÖRSTER: Ich hätte sie so gerne im Arm. 

BoLLIN: Sentimentalitáten sind das! 

Forster: Fast zwanzig Jahre hat sie mich nun begleitet. 

BoLLin: Dann wird es aber höchste Zeit, dass ihr euch mal 
trennt. 

FÖRSTER: Wir hängen doch so aneinander. 

BoLLin: Genau das mein ich! Normalerweise nennt man das 
Hörigkeit. Schluss damit! Flinte bleibt oben, Forschbach 
unten... 

Forster: Zwanzig Jahre! 

BoLLIN: Trennungsstrich wird gezogen. Man soll nicht so am 
Irdischen kleben. Frei sei der Mensch, ohne Ballast! 

FÖRSTER: Aber die Flinte... 

BoLLIN: Können Sie ja doch nicht mitnehmen. — Na schön, 
ich mache jetzt erst mal ‘ne Schicht. So bis an die Binde 
ungefähr, und dann lang ich sie runter. — Zufrieden nun? 

Forster: Danke, Bollin, danke und — Weidmannsheil! 

BoLLin (zur Schaufel greifend): Sagen wir lieber Petri heil! 

Forster (lächelnd): Ach so, wegen der Regenwürmer. 
(Bollin beginnt, Erde in die Grube zu schütten. — Von 
links kommen Jannemann und Sprotte. Sie tragen mit 
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Blaubeeren gefüllte Körbe und stellen sich an den Rand © 
der Grube). 


JANNEMANN: Kennste den? | foi 

PROTTE: Klar doch, das is der olle Forschbach. (Der Forster “a 

- springt auf, Bollin stützt sich auf die Schaufel). | 

JANNEMANN: Nu wird der auch eingelocht! 

Sprorre: Wurde auch langsam Zeit. — Willste paar Blaubee- 

i ren haben, Opa? (Sie wirft einige Beeren in die Grube). 

‚Förster: Bollin, jagen Sie die Gören weg! Sie haben keinen 

_ Sammelschein. 

BoLLIN: Na, wenn schon! 

Forster: Das regt mich auf und nimmt mir die Stimmung. 

Borzin: Habt ihr gehört, Kinder? Der Forschbach will seine 
Ruhe haben. 

SPROTTE: Bah, uns hat er ja auch nicht in Ruhe gelassen. 

JANNEMANN: Immer den wilden Mann markiert und mit den 
Augen jerollt, als wenn er direktemank aussem Märchen 
abstammt und wir wären unjefähr so was wie Hänsel 
und Gretel. 

FÖRSTER: Ich appelliere an Ihr Anstandsgefühl. Schaffen Sie 
die Kinder fort! 

BoLLIN: Nun geht schon! — Ihr könnt ja wiederkommen, 
wenn es hier fertig ist, und stampfen helfen. 

SPROTTE: Ich will aber zugucken! 

JANNEMANN: Sieht man doch nicht alle Tage, so was. 

SPROTTE: Du, Opa Forschbach, auf’m Erbsberg machense 
Brennholz. 

JANNEMANN: Und im Jäschkental sindse auch. 

SPROTTE: Mit'm Handwagen. 

JANNEMANN: Aber da war nich nur Gestrúpp drinnen, da war 

noch was drunter. 


SPROTTE: Was Braunes mit'm ganz kurzen Schwanz... 

JANNEMANN: ...und langen Ohren. 

FórsTER: Bollin? 

BoLLIN: Nun ist genug, lasst ihn in Ruhe! 

SPROTTE: Ach was, so was interessiert ihn doch, da is er im- 
mer schon hinterher gewesen. 

JANNEMANN: Und det Schönste hätten wir fast vergessen: 
Überm Schwedensprung qualmt es! 

SPROTTE: Da hat einer aus Versehen ’n Streichholz fallen je- 
lassen. 
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Bouin: Ihr müsst ihm nicht solche Geschichten erzählen. Das: 
tut ihm web. 2 

SPROTTE: Und mir, was hatter mit mir gemacht? — Janne-- 
mann, erzähl du dem Onkel, wie er mich vorgekriecht: 
hat neulich. | 

JANNEMANN: Na ja, paar iiberjezogen hatter ihr. 

Forster: Weil sie in der Schonung waren. 

SpProTTE: Was heisst hier Schonung? Meinen Sie vielleichili > 
meine Mutter sagt da was, wenn ich Schonung zu ihr sag? | 
(Sie zeigt auf die Körbe) Hier, das willse sehen, und nich | 
Schonung! 

Forster: Diese Stadtkinder! Das wächst auf zwischen Häusern | 
und geht, wenn es hoch kommt, einmal im Jahr in den. 
Zoo. 

SPROTTE: Und da können wir nun auch nich mehr hin, weil 
se uns evakuiert haben. 

JANNEMANN: Ich wär viel lieber bei uns geblieben. 

SPROTTE: Nich mal Löwen gibt’s hier! 

JANNEMANN: Oder ’n Pavian oder ’n anständiges Känguruh 

aus Australien. 

FórsTER: Bollin? 

Bouin: Was soll’s denn sein? 

SPROTTE: Warum schaufelste nich, Onkel? 

JANNEMANN: Ich würd’ da nich lange überlegen. 

BoLLIn: Ruhe! — Was ist, Forschbach? | 

FÖRSTER: Sie haben doch meine beiden Eleven und den Platz- 
mann unter die Erde gebracht... 

BoLrin: Kuckuck — und weg war er! | 

FÖRSTER: Genau so wird es gewesen sein. Haben die ihre Ruhe | 
dabei gehabt, frage ich Sie, oder, oder... 

BoLLIN: Wunderbar still ging es zu. Der Platzmann ist sogar : 
eingeschlafen, als man noch mehr als die Hälfte von ihm 


sah. 

FórsTER: Und die Eleven? 

Bouin: Gott ja, zuerst ein bisschen unruhig, weil sie noch 
so jung waren und dachten wunder, was sie versäumen 


könnten, — aber dann haben sie sich zusammengenom- 
men. War richtig feierlich, wie in der Kirche. 


FORSTER (laut): So, feierlich, Kirche, warum ich nicht? Wa- | 
rum dieser Lärm, diese Stimmen? (Ruhiger) Ich bitte 4 | 
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kischen Sand, vielleicht dann und wann einen Vogel und 
den Wind in den Kiefern. 


. SPROTTE: Siehste, Kiefern hat er gesagt. — Nich wahr, Opa 


Forschbach, sind doch welche? 


4 Forster: Meine Kiefern! 
2  SPROTTE: Er sagt immer Fichten. 


| FORSTER: Diese Kinder, was lernen sie nur in den Stadtschu- 


= 


len? 
JANNEMANN: Auf jeden Fall handelt es sich um Nadelbäume. 


Forster: Ist das nicht furchtbar, Bollin? Diese Unwissenheit? 


Aber sie machen sich ja wohl auch nichts aus unserer 
wunderbaren Natur. 


BOLLIN: Gott, dass das Nadelbáume sind, hab ich auch inzwi- 


schen gemerkt. 
FORSTER (bitter): Nadelbäume! — Das ist die grosse Familie. 
Ein Spross davon, zum Beispiel die Fichte... 


_ JANNEMANN: Gibt es also doch. 


Forster: Gewiss, Kinder, doch nicht bei uns. Die Fichte 
kommt fast nur in bergigen Ländern vor. Sie hat spitze, 


vierkantige Nadeln und hängende Zapfen. Das Holz der 
Fichte wird für Brennzwecke, aber auch für billige Mö- 
bel verwandt. Das Harz der Fichte wird gesammelt, uns 
Terpentin wird aus ihr gewonnen. 

JANNEMANN: Is ja interessant, was, Sprotte? 

SPROTTE: Schon möglich, aber das sind Kiefern hier! 

Forster: Langsam, langsam! Davon reden wir später. Erst 
besprechen wir die Fichte zu Ende. Was sagte ich? 

JANNEMANN: Terpentin. 

Forster: Richtig! Auch Zellulose, Holzwolle, FR 
extrakt... 

SPROTTE: Auch Öl? 

Forster: Gut, mein Kind! Und in die Badewanne tut man, 
na? 

SPROTTE: Wir haben keine. 

Forster: Der Herr Bollin vielleicht? 

BoLLIN: Ich würde sagen Fichtennadelsalz. 

FÖRSTER: Gut, sehr gut. Sie sind mir der rechte Schlauberger. 
Ich habe das Gefühl, Sie verstehen mehr von der Natur, 
als Sie sich und mir eingestehen wollen. 
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BoLLin: Was denn, reiner Zufall, dass ich da auf dem laufen- MI 

den war. Kauf mir manchmal "ne kleine Packung, weil ' 
das mein Hobby ist, Kérperpflege. 

SPROTTE: Und nun mal was von die Kiefer! 

JANNEMANN: Klar doch, immer reden se nur von F uch, 

SprotTE: Haste gehört, Opa Forschbach? Der Jannemann will | 
auch über die Kiefern hören. ii 

Forster: Mir scheint, wir müssen wohl oder übel noch etwas 
Geduld haben. Die Kinder... (Bollin gibt mit einer gross- 
ziigigen Handbewegung seine Einwilligung) Los, lauft! 
Der Herr Bollin hat nichts dagegen. Sammelt einige Kie- 
fernzapfen und werft sie herunter. 

JANNEMANN: Schon dabei! (Er sammelt schnell und wirft in 
die Grube). 

FÖRSTER: Genug, mehr als genug! ? 

SPROTTE: Da können Sie ja doch nix sehen, in dem Loch da. 

JANNEMANN: Wird sich noch die Augen verderben. 

SPROTTE: Jetzt guckt er mit’m Feuerzeug. 

Forster: Es ist wirklich kein Büchsenlicht hier unten. 

SPROTTE: Sollst ja auch nicht schiessen,. sondern erzählen. 
Kannste das nicht aussem Gedächtnis machen? 

JANNEMANN: Wie du dir das vorstellst. Er will es doch an- 
schaulich bringen. Soll er mal raufkommen für’n Moment. 

SPROTTE (zu Bollin): Du, Onkel, mal raufkommen soll er! 

BoLLIN: Ist das auch Ihr Wunsch, Forschbach? Wollen Sie 
jetzt die Gören benutzen, nur um noch einmal frische 
Luft zu schnappen? 

Forster: Nichts liegt mir ferner. Ich habe schon lange ab- 
geschlossen. Nur der Wissensdurst der Kinder — sie wol- 
len die kleinen Geheimnisse des Waldes erklärt bekom- 
men. 

BoLLIN: Geht das denn nicht von unten? 

SPROTTE: Is doch zu dunkel, Onkel. Siehste das nich? 

_ JANNEMANN: Nachher geht er ja wieder in'n Keller. 

_ BoLin: Die Dingsda, die Fichten hat er auch von unten 
erklärt. 

SPROTTE: Begreif doch, wenn es hier keine hat und der Jan- 
nemann nich glauben wollte, dass es hier keine gibt und 
nur inne Berge. 

JANNEMANN: Auf jeden Fall hat mir das eingeleuchtet, wie 
er das so gesagt hat. 
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FÖRSTER: Ich will Sie gewiss nicht überreden. Aber vielleicht 
sollte man doch den Kindern ein wenig die Augen öffnen. 
In der Stadt ergibt sich wohl kaum eine solch günstige © 
Gelegenheit, unsere heimatlichen Nadelbäume kennen- 
zulernen. 

_JANNEMANN: Wir haben jedes Jahr "nen Weihnachtsbaum. __ 

SPROTTE: Wir nich. Meine Mutter sagt immer: Die nadeln zu 
sehr, und dann sind meistens noch Ostern welche im Tep- 
pich, und das Gerippe von dem Baum steht auf’m Balkon 
rum. 

Forster: Nun, was sagen Sie jetzt? 

BoLLIN: Kommen Sie rauf für ’ne Sekunde! (Er reicht ihm 
die Hand und zieht ihn aus der Fallgrube. Der Förster 
klopft sich den Sand vom Rock, Sprotte hilft ihm dabei). 

SPROTTE: Klopp auch, Jannemann! 

JANNEMANN: Wird ja nachher doch wieder dreckig. 

FORSTER: Jaja, der gute märkische Sand! Und seht ihr, mit 
diesem Sand wollen wir anfangen. Nur auf solch einem 
Boden wächst unsere Kiefer. 

JANNEMANN: Warum? 

FÖRSTER: Sie ist genügsam, ein echter Preusse. Kein Edelholz, 
gewiss, aber doch ein wichtiger Nutzbaum. Die Kiefer hat 
eine Pfahlwurzel und lässt sich ähnlich verwenden wie 
die Fichte. 

JANNEMANN: Aber nich im Gebirge. 

‚FÖRSTER: Doch, in verwandter Form. In höheren europäischen 
Gebirgsgegenden, nahe der Baumgrenze, wächst die Knie- 
holzkiefer, auch Zwergkiefer, Legföhre oder Latsche ge- 
nannt. 

JANNEMANN: Zwergkiefer is doll! 

SPROTTE: Wieso denn Zwerg? 

Forster: Nun, in jenen Regionen herrschen ganz andere Wit- 
terungsverhältnisse, da hält sich kein solch hoher, schlan- 
ker Baum. Deshalb ist die Knieholzkiefer? 

SPROTTE: Knieholzkiefer! (Der Förster nimmt den Jagdbeutel). 

Forster: Auch Zwergkiefer? (Er nimmt die Flinte von einem 
Ast). 

SPROTTE und JANNEMANN: Zwergkiefer! i 

Forster: Legföhre oder Latsche? (Sie entfernen sich ohne 

Bollin). 
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| Fò ORSTER: ...klein geblieben und erscheint uns ste and || 
È verkrüppelt. Sagen wir es noch einmal. Deshalb ist die...? | 
= SPROTTE und JANNEMANN: Knieholzkiefer! 
_ FÖRSTER: Auch Zwergkiefer (Sie gehen ab). 
= SPROTTE und JANNEMANN: Zwergkiefer! 
à Fönster: Legföhre oder Latsche? 
- SPROTTE und JANNEMANN: Legföhre oder Latsche klein ge. 


blieben. 
(Bollin blickt ihnen nach, spuckt dann in die Hand und. | 


beginnt, die Grube wieder zuzuschaufeln. Fern erschallt 
mehrmals der Kuckucksruf). 
| Bozun (sich auf die Schaufel stützend): Kuckuck, Kuckuck.É | 
(Nachdem er vergeblich eine Zeitlang auf die Antwort 
des Kuckucks gewartet hat, schaufelt er weiter). i 
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aber das bor, aber in ihren brunnen 

die aromatischen öle: wer fragt zink und zyan, È 
‘wer kümmert sich um die kolloide, den hass hr 
zwischen kalk und arsen, die liebe der radikale 
zum wasser, der transurane schweigende raserei? i 
niemand liest die manifeste der seltenen erden, È 
das geheimnis der salze, in drusen versiegelt, y 
bleibt ungelöst, unbesungen der alte zwist 
zwischen links- und rechtsdrehenden aldehyden, 
unberufen der klatsch der hormone. hochmut 
treibt die kristalle, unter den silikaten E 
geht die rede von kies. die spate, die blenden ie 
fliistern, die kleesäuren und asbeste, der äther "ig 
in seinen ampullen hetzt gegen den schwefel, das jod 
und das glyzerin. feindlich warten in blauen flaschen 
bleizucker, phosphor und sublimat. ihr mörder! 4 
thr boten! ihr wehrlosen zeugen der welt! Si 


warum kann ich nicht konten und feuer löschen, 
abbestellen die gäste, die milch und die zeitung? 
eingehn ins zarte gespräch der harze, 
der laugen, der minerale, ins endlose brüten 40) 
und jammern der stoffe dringen, verharren 8 
im tonlosen monolog der substanzen. 
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DIE GROSSEN ERFINDUNGEN 


an den tag tauchend 

mit speichel, mit blut bedeckt, 

abscheulich mit einem abscheulichen wasser, | 
zur erde fahrend 1 
mit einem gewinsel und einem geruch 
als ein aas, 


et éme 


und als wäre es noch nicht genug, 
als wär es gelächter zuviel, ein spott süss, | 
ein reigen heiter, nicht genug fäulnis Y 


und dunkelheit, 


die grossen erfindungen: 
schlachthiuser, bullen und hymnen, 
abtreibungen, weltreiche, stempel, 

unaufhórlich schreiende bahnsteige, 
fahneneide und gaskessel, lampenschirme 

aus der traurigen haut der geschöpfe; 

tugenden ausgerufen von mördern, buchhaltern 
und ministern, gesetze verkündet: 
glasaugen, zinseszinsen und schüsse. 


ote 


an den tag tauchend blutig, 
fahrend zur nassen erde, 
als wäre sie noch nicht 
dunkel genug. 


MEMORANDUM 


vom gewitter verworfen wie korken ruhn wir $ 
in zwei dunkeln zimmern der welt, A 
wie unser zerrissenes foto verbleichend 
im perlmutt der grachten, wie tote 

in ihren polierten kisten, ein jeder si 
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_ den andern vergessend mit offenen augen, 
| mit haut und haar: schlagader, 
und schlife, und schulterblatt, 
langsam, lauschend wie tote lauschen, 
und immer noch, alle sechs minuten, 
rauscht die hochbahn durchs offene fenster, 
immer noch, und wie damals, 
und ohne schlaf, und die zeitungsweiber 
bedauern schreiend die geborstenen 
dauben des himmels: 


là ia 


immer noch 

lauschend 

schreibt uns der regen 

trinen unter die trockenen augen. 


PLADOYER FUR EINEN MORDER 


seht die harten lichter der bisamratte, 

A brandmauern abtastend und. genicke; 5 
seht den schädel: ein geschorener fussball, e 

todesurteile fúllend zwischen zwei drinks; 

seht seine hand: eine klammer aus schrott, 

mit der leeren flasche zerkniillt sie das opfer. 


seid mild, ihr richter, verzeiht dem schwächern! 
zu erhaben der vorsatz, zu klein seine kräfte, at. 
ist er gescheitert. Ri 


seht die augen derer, die euch zu hiupten sitzen, 
ihr auge herzlich besorgt, zulächelnd den linsen; 
seht die vergeistigten schläfen, hinter denen 

die ausrottung eurer schläfen eingeübt wird; 

seht die gepflegten hände, die mit goldner feder 
befehlen: die erde unter das rad! 
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REITEN 


e 


AS AN WS Se Se. 
scht frei, ihr richter, den linkischen mórder! 
setzt ihn auf den kurulischen sessel, er wird uns 
barmherziger sein. 


DAS ENDE DER EULEN 


ich spreche von euerm nicht, 

ich spreche vom ende der eulen. 

ich spreche von butt und wal 

in ihrem dunkeln haus, 

dem siebenfältigen meer, 

von den gletschern, 

sie werden kalben zu früh, 

rab und taube, gefiederten zeugen, 

von allem was lebt in lüften 

und wäldern, und den flechten im kies, 
vom weglosen selbst, und vom grauen moor 
und den leeren gebirgen: 


ee EHE Wee ht 


auf radarschirmen leuchtend, 
zum letzten mal, ausgewertet 
auf meldetischen, von antennen 
tödlich befingert, floridas sümpfe 
und das sibirische eis, tier 
und schiff und schiefer erwürgt 
von warnketten, umzingelt — 
vom letzten manöver, arglos 
unter schwebenden feuerglocken, 
im ticken des ernstfalls. 


at ER 


Le ete bn +; 


wir sind schon vergessen. 

sorgt euch nicht um die waisen, 
aus dem sinn schlagt euch 

die mündelsichern gefühle, 

den ruhm, die rostfreien psalmen. 
ich spreche nicht mehr von euch, 
planern der spurlosen tat, 


daa an hp A pernotto sat pe 
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von mir nicht, und keinem. 
ich spreche von dem was nicht spricht, 


von den sprachlosen zeugen, 


von ottern und robben, 


EN 


von den alten eulen der erde. 


TRENNUNG 


der himmel soll zwischen dir und mir 
zerschnitten sein 

und zerschnitten die weisse fahne 

in die wir uns hüllten im schlaf 
schön aneinandergebäumt 


und belaubt mit zukunft 
es ist montag geworden 


ein wind soll kommen 

und den kronen ausraufen 
ihr grünes gedächtnis 

ein schnee soll kommen 

und kein rauch überm haus 
und die zeit zerschnitten, 
der himmel, dass herausfährt 
die kalte geduldige asche 
und sich auf dein haupt setzt 
und auf mein haupt setzt: 
der zerschnittene schnee. 
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IN ALTO, IN ALTO, NEL CIEL 


| 
In alto, in alto, nel ciel, 4) 
È . 1 
Dove una volta ai me veci, +. 
. . Ti 

E anca ai tui, Franco Lattes!, È 
Se mostrava el Signor, + i 
PI 
Vola una cagna. i 
4 

1 4 
Poveri veci! | | 
Vardando, o pensando, al Signor, 4 


I credeva 

D’esser fati a so imagine. 

E quanti obblighi, quanti doveri, 
Superstiziosi, 

I leseva 


Nel viso del prossimo... 


Alegri, dunque, compagni, 
Alegro, Lattes!, 
EI progresso trionfa. 


Vardando, o pensando, a una cagna, 
No’ coremo quei ris-ci. 


sù o. «+ oe! 
pha in tend GRE Pe WOE TS ee ee 


UNA GONDOLA = 
Una gondola soto i me balconi: 

+. Do foresti se basa: 
El gondolier li varda, e no’ li vede. 


Altre gondole ancora, 
Altri foresti. 


Quanti basi, Venezia, quanti basi, 
Fermi nei to rii! 

Quanti amori, che incominzia da tì, 
Finii co’ ti! 


O, come el gondolier, son mi che vardo 
Ormai senza veder, 

Son mi che porto qua i me oci strachi, "à 
E el me cuor, a morir? O 


ULTIMA VIGNUA 


va 
A 
A 
Y 

i] 


Ultima vignùa, cossa vùstu 

Ne la me barca a riva? 

Roti i remi e ’l timon, mi no’ gò 
Che le vele e la fede nel vento. 


O vùstu anca ti [alto mar, 
No’ altre rive sperar, altre patrie, 


Abandonando la tua? 


Sìstu pronta anca tì a no’ distinguer 
La to vita dal to destin?... 


A no’ lagnarte 
De l'ingiustizia de Dio?... 


A no’ rifarte 
Da ti la to anema?... 
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ISTINTO O RIFLESSION... 


(Drammetto intellettuale) 


Istinto o riflession, 
PR L’uno e l’altra ne conduse 
Á un punto: 

Te go incontrada. 


Ghe xé visi, che no’ esprime 
Se no’ quel che uno ga i 
De più tristo: | 


Te go studiada. 


Par ’na spezie de pudor, 

Xé nei corpi, qualche volta, 
- Che le anime se sconde: 

Te gö spogiada. 


Ma ti geri cussi povera, 
Anca nüa, che me son dä 
Pazienza: 


Te gö vardada. 


enter Wish bia st SA 


Me son dito che l’amor, 
Solo, 

Ne sveste: 

Te go lassada. 


ER fe era 


dopé 


TOSATIOLE, CO ’L VENTO VE FA... 


ARE DELI DAT 


Tosatiòle, có ’l vento ve fa 

Le còtole alzar, i nervi tirar, 

La moral de la mama sentir 

Un fia dessavia 

(E chissà che la mama ai so tempi!...), 
Tosatiòle, vignème a trovar. 
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E più mia, 
Se me visite. — 


Là i me versi no’ ve dirò = ÿ 
Che scrivo par tuti, © 
Altri ghe n’o, 

Più boni, 

Più dolzi, 

D Più u ze 
Che no’ se pol dirse che do ee 
Se in do se vol far A Ita 
I modesti, 

E Un gee 

Deventar. 


x 


FIA 


SE, PENSANDO A MI... 


(Strambotto per un’amica incerta) 


Se, pensando a mì, ti pensi. 

Quel che mì penso de ti, pa ta 
Pensa quanti controsensi Ze % 
Se risolve dentro un si! 
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PIER PAOLO PASOLINI 


A UN RAGAZZO 


Cosi nuovo alla luce di questi mesi nuovi 
che tornano su Roma, e che a noi altrove 


AS web bmn | li pavo ni 


ancorati a una luce d’altri tempi, 
sembrano portati da inutili venti, 


tu, con fresco pudore, e ingenuamente senza 
pietà, scopri per te, per noi, la tua presenza. 


sicari nel def 


Col sorriso confuso di chi la timidezza 
e l’acerbità sopporta con allegrezza, 


vieni tra gli amici adulti e fieramente = 
umile, ardentemente muto, siedi attento 


re 


eg dde 


alle nostre ironie, alle nostre passioni. 
Ad imitarci, e a esserci lontano, ti disponi, 


vergognandoti quasi del tuo cuore festoso... 
Ti piace, questo mondo! Non forse perché è nuovo, 


ma perché esiste: per te, perché tu sia 
nuovo testimone, dolce-contento al quia... 


Rimani tra noi, discreto per pochi minuti: 
e, benché timido, parli, con i modi già acuti 
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ai 


a ai 


 dell’ilare, paterna e precoce saggezza. 


Esponi, orgoglioso, la tua debolezza - 


di adolescente, leso appena al ridicolo 
che ha la troppa umiltà in un mondo nemico... 


Al giusto momento, ci lasci, ritorni 
alla segreta luce dei tuoi primi giorni: 


alla luce che certo tu non puoi dire 
né, noi, ricordare, una luce d’aprile 


in cui la coscienza con le sue gemme sfiora 
solo la vita, non la storia ancora. 


Tu vuoi SAPERE, da noi: anche se non chiedi 
o chiedi tacendo, già appartato e in piedi, 


o tenti qualche domanda, gli occhi vergognosi, 
ben sentendo in cuore ch’è vano ciò che osi, 


se di noi vuoi sapere ciò che noi ai tuoi occhi 
ormai siamo, vuoi che le perdute notti 


del nostro tempo siano come la tua fantasia 
pretende, che eroica, com’é eroica essa, sia 


la parte di vita che noi abbiamo spesa 
disperati ragazzi in una patria offesa. 


Vuoi sapere le mute paure e le immature azioni 
— tra macerie, strade deserte e prigioni — 


delle nostre figure per te ormai remote. 
Vuoi sapere, e il viso infantile ti si infuoca, 


tu, così puro, il male, così limpido l’odio, 
ch’é nei riaccesi ricordi su cui inchiodi 
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PIER F 


Pocchio ferito, parteggiando intero 
per chi lottava in nome del sentimento vero. 


Vuoi sapere che cosa abbiamo ricavato 
da quell’avventura, in che cosa è mutato 


lo spirito di questa povera nazione 
dove provi tra noi la tua prima passione; 


sperando che ogni atto che ti preesiste, Chiesa 
e Stato, Ricchezza e Povertà, intesa 


trovino nel tuo dolce desiderio di vita... 
Vuoi sapere l’origine della tua pudica 


voglia di sapere, s’essa ha già dato prova 
di tanta vita in noi, e adesso cova 


già nuova vita in te, nei tuoi coetanei. 
Vuoi sapere cos'è l’oscura libertà, 


da noi scoperta e da te trovata, 
grazia anch’essa, nella terra rinata. 


Vuoi SAPERE. Non hai domanda su un oggetto 
su cui non c’è risposta: che trema solo in petto. 


La risposta, se c'è, è nella pura 
aria del crepuscolo, accesa sulle mura 


del Vascello, lungo le palazzine 
assiepate nel cuore del sole che declina. 


Le sere disperate per il troppo tepore 
che nei freddi autunni, dimenticato muore, 


o, dimenticato, in nuove primavere 
torna improvviso, le disperate sere 
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CATE TES 


re Ae = ps 


pa mentee ir 4 
. . . . . CPR ZEN . ‘ : à ‘+ 
in cui, tu, felice pei tuoi abiti freschi, - 8 
o il fresco appuntamento con giovani modesti As 


come te, e felici, esci svelto di casa, D 
mentre nel rione suona la sera invasa 


dall’ultimo sole, penso a quel serio, candido 
ragazzo, il cui silenzio è nella tua domanda. 


Certo soltanto lui ti potrebbe rispondere, FE 
se fu in lui, com’é in te, pura speranza il mondo. 


Era un mattino in cui sognava ignara 
nei rösi orizzonti una luce di mare. Di 


Ogni filo d’erba come cresciuto a stento 
era un filo di quello splendore opaco e immenso. 


Venivamo in silenzio per il nascosto argine 
lungo la ferrovia, leggeri e ancora caldi 


del nostro ultimo sonno in comune nel nudo 
granaio tra i campi ch'era il nostro rifugio. sE: 


In fondo Casarsa biancheggiava esanime 
nel terrore dell'ultimo proclama di Graziani; “a 


e, colpita dal sole contro l'ombra dei monti, “ 
la stazione era vuota: oltre i radi tronchi 


dei gelsi e gli sterpi, solo sopra l’erba di 
del binario attendeva il treno di Spilimbergo... “ae 


L’ho visto allontanarsi con la sua valigetta, a 
dove dentro un libro di Montale era stretta 


tra pochi panni, la sua rivoltella, 
nel bianco colore dell’aria e della terra. 
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Le spalle un po’ strette dentro la giacchetta 
ch’era stata mia, la nuca giovinetta... 


| Ritornai indietro per la strada ardente 
sull'erba del marzo nel sole innocente; 


la roggia tra il fango verde d’ortiche 
taceva a una pace di primavere antiche, 


e i rinati radicchi da cui vaporava 
un odore spento e acuto di rugiada, 


coprivano il dorso della vecchia scarpata 
grande come la terra nell’aria riscaldata. 


Poi svoltava il sentiero in cuore alla campagna: 
liberi nell’umile ordine, folli nella cristiana 


pace del lavoro, nel parlante amore muti, 
tacevano gelseti, macchie d’alni e sambuchi, 


vigne e casolari azzurri di solfato, 
nel vecchio mezzogiorno del vivido creato. 


Chiedendo di sapere tu ci vuoi indietro, 
legati a quel dolore che ancora oscura il petto. 


Ci togli questa luce che a te splende intera 
ch'è della nuova gioventù ogni nuova sera... 


Noi invecchiati ora nient'altro diamo 
che doloroso amore alla tua lieta fame. 


Anche la tua stessa pietà, che cosa dice 
se non che la vita solo in te è felice? 


Perché, per fortuna, quel nostro passato, 
vero, ma come un sogno, è nel tuo cuore grato. 
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ili PI ie oh desi ici enon cbr 


In real non esiste, ne sei Maberoi e cerchi i 
di esso solo quanto può adesso valerti... 


Nella tua nuova vita non è esistito mai E 
_ fascismo o antifascismo: nulla, di cid che sai ti 


perché vuoi sapere: esiste solamente ee > 
in te come un crudele dolce fiore il presente. 


À! Che tutto sia davvero rinato — e finito 
sia tutto — è scritto nel tuo sorriso amico. 


i È vizio il ricordare, anche se è dovere; 
a quei morti mattini, a quelle morte sere so 


di dodici anni or sono, non sai se più rancore Y 
o nostalgia, leghi il nostro cuore... 


L'ombra che ci invecchia fosse astratta coscienza, 
voce che contraddice la vitale presenza! AR 


Fosse, com’é in te, la spietata gioia 
di sapere, non l’amarezza di sapere ch’é in noi! 


Ciö che potevamo risponderti & perduto. 
Puo parlarti — se, tu ragazzo, sai il muto 


TG ee 


suo nuovo linguaggio di ragazzo — soltanto 
chi & rimasto laggiü, nella luce del pianto. 


Era ormai quasi estate, e i più bei colori 
ardevano nel mite, friulano sole. 


Il grano gia alto era una bandiera | 
stesa sulla terra, e il vento la muoveva ui 


fra le tenere luci, riapparse a ricolmare 
di festa antica l’aria tra i monti e il mare. al 
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Tutti erano pieni di disperata gioia: 
sulla tiepida polvere delle vie ballatoi 


e balconi tremavano di fazzoletti rossi 
e stracci tricolori; pei sentieri, pei fossi 


bande di ragazzi andavano felici 
da un paese all’altro, nel nuovo mondo usciti. 


Mio fratello non c’era, e io non potevo 
urlare di dolore, era troppo breve 


la strada verso il granaio perso nei campi, dove 
per un anno l’ingenua, eternamente giovane, 


povera nostra mamma aveva atteso, e ora 
era lì che attendeva, sotto il tiepido sole. 


Ma ha ragione la vita che è in te: la morte, 
ch’è nel tuo coetaneo e in noi, ha torto. 


Noi dovremmo chiedere, come fai tu, dovremmo 
voler sapere col tuo cuore che si ingemma. 


Ma l'ombra che è ormai dentro di noi guadagna 


sempre più tempo, allenta ogni legame 


con la vita che, ancora, un’amara forza a 
a vivere e capire invano ci conforta... 


Ah, ciò che tu vuoi sapere, giovinetto, 
finira non chiesto, si perderä non detto. 
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e durante quel brusio il salone rococò sembrava aver mutato 
aspetto; financo i pappagalli che spiegavano le ali iridate 
sulla seta del parato erano apparsi intimiditi; perfino la Mad- 
_dalena fra le due finestre era sembrata una penitente, anziché 
una bella biondona, svagata in chissà quali sogni, come la si 
vedeva sempre. 

Adesso, taciutasi la voce, tutto rientrava nell’ordine, nel 
disordine, consueto. Dalla porta attraverso la quale erano usci- 
ti i servi, l’alano Bendicò, rattristato dalla propria esclusione, 
entrò e scodinzolò. Le donne si alzavano lentamente, e l’oscil- 
lante regredire delle loro sottane lasciava gradualmente sco- 
perte le nudità mitologiche che si disegnavano sul fondo lat- 
teo delle mattonelle. Rimase coperta soltanto Andromeda cui 
la tonaca di Padre Pirrone, attardato in sue orazioni supple- 


GIUSEPPE TOMASI DI LAMPEDUSA 


_« Nunc et in hora mortis nostrae. Amen ». : 

Era finita la recita quotidiana del rosario. Durante mez- 
z'ora la voce pacata del Principe aveva ricordato i Misteri Glo- 
riosi e Dolorosi; durante mezz’ora altre voci, frammiste, ave- 
vano tessuto un brusio ondeggiante sul quale si erano distac- 
cati i fiori d’oro di parole inconsuete: amore, verginita, morte; 


* Queste pagine rappresentano il primo capitolo di un romanzo po- 


UNA GIORNATA DEL PRINCIPE FABRIZIO 


stumo, Il Gattopardo, di imminente pubblicazione presso l’editore Fel- 
trinelli di Milano (N.d.R.). 


ae 
a 
ye 
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: 1 
mentari, impedi per un bel po’ di rivedere l’argenteo Perseo 


che sorvolando i flutti si affrettava al soccorso ed al bacio. | 


Nell’affresco del soffitto si risvegliarono le divinita. Le 
schiere di Tritoni e di Driadi che dai monti e dai mari fra 
nuvoloni lampone e ciclamino si precipitavano verso una tra- 
sfigurata Conca d’Oro per esaltare la gloria di casa Salina, 
apparvero di subito tanto colme di esultanza da trascurare 
le più semplici regole prospettiche; e gli Dei maggiori, i Prin- 
cipi fra gli Dei, Giove folgorante, Marte accigliato, Venere 
languida, che avevano preceduto le turbe dei minori, sorreg- 
gevano di buon grado lo scudo azzurro col Gattopardo. Essi 
sapevano che per ventitre ore e mezza, adesso, avrebbero ri- 
preso la signoria della villa. Sulle pareti le bertucce ripre- 
sero a far sberleffi ai cacatoès. 

Al di sotto di quell’Olimpo palermitano anche i mortali 
di casa Salina discendevano in fretta giù dalle sfere mistiche. 
“Le ragazze raggiustavano le pieghe delle crinoline, scambia- 
vano occhiate azzurrine e parole in gergo di educandato; da 
un mese quasi, dal giorno dei « moti » del Quattro Aprile, le 
avevano per prudenza fatte rientrare dal convento e rimpian- 
gevano i dormitori a baldacchino e l’intimità collettiva del Sal. 
vatore. I ragazzini si accapigliavano di già per il possesso di 
una immagine di S. Francesco di Paola; il primogenito, l’ere- 
de, il duca Paolo, aveva già voglia di fumare e, timoroso di far- 
lo alla presenza dei genitori, andava palpando attraverso la ta- 
sca la paglia intrecciata del portasigari; nel volto emaciato 
si affacciava una malinconia metafisica; la giornata era stata 
cattiva. Guiscardo, il sauro irlandese, gli era sembrato giù di 
vena, e Fanny non aveva trovato il modo (o la voglia?) di 
fargli pervenire il solito bigliettino color di mammola. A che 
fare, allora, si era incarnato il Redentore? 

La prepotenza ansiosa della Principessa fece cadere sec- 
camente il rosario nella borsa ornata di jais mentre gli oc- 
chi belli e maniaci sogguardavano i figli servi ed il marito 
tiranno verso il quale il corpo minuscolo si dibatteva in una 
vana ansia di dominio amoroso. 

Lui, il Principe, intanto si alzava; l’urto del suo peso da 
giganie faceva tremare l’impiantito e nei suoi occhi chiaris- 
simi si riflesse, un attimo, l’orgoglio di questa effimera con- 
ferma del proprio signoreggiare su uomini e fabbricati. 
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UNA GIORNATA DEL PRINCIPE FABRIZIO 


Adesso posava lo smisurato Messale rosso sulla seggiola 
“che gli era stata dinanzi durante la recita del Rosario, ripo- 
preva il fazzoletto sul quale aveva poggiato il ginocchio; e un 
po’ di malumore turbo il suo sguardo quando rivide la mac- 
- chiolina di caffè che fin dal mattino aveva ardito interrompe- 
re la vasta bianchezza del panciotto. 
Non che fosse grasso: era soltanto immenso e fortissimo; 
- la sua testa sfiorava (nelle case abitate da comuni mortali) il 
rosone inferiore dei lampadari: le sue dita sapevano accartoc- 
ciare come carta velina le monete da un ducato; e fra Villa 
Salina e la bottega di un orefice si svolgeva un andirivieni 
frequente per la riparazione di forchette e cucchiai che la 
la sua contenuta ira, a tavola, gli faceva talvolta piegare in 
cerchio. Quelle dita, d’altronde, sapevano anche esser di toc- 
co delicatissimo nel carezzare e maneggiare, e di ciò si ricorda- 
va a suo danno Mariastella, la moglie; e le viti, le ghiere, i 
bottoni smerigliati dei telescopi, cannocchiali, e « ricercatori 
di comete » che lassù, in cima alla villa, affollavano il suo os- 
servatorio privato, si mantenevano intatti sotto lo sfioramento 
leggero. I raggi del sole calante ma ancora alto di quel pome- 
riggio di maggio accendevano il colorito roseo, il pelame color 
di miele del Principe; denunziavano essi l’origine tedesca di 
sua madre, di quella Carolina la cui alterigia aveva congela- 
to, trent'anni prima, la Corte sciattona delle Due Sicilie. Ma 
nel sangue di lui fermentavano altre essenze germaniche ben 
più incomode per quell’aristocratico siciliano, nell’anno 1860, 
di quanto potessero essere attraenti la pelle bianchissima ed 
i capelli biondi nell’ambiente di olivastri e di corvini: un tem- 
peramento autoritario, una certa rigidità morale, una pro- 
pensione alle idee astratte che nell’habitat morale mollic- 
cio della società palermitana si erano mutati rispettivamente 


in prepotenza capricciosa, perpetui scrupoli morali e disprezzo 


per i suoi parenti ed amici che gli sembrava andassero alla 
deriva nei meandri del lento fiume pragmatistico siciliano. 

Primo (ed ultimo) di un casato che per secoli non aveva 
mai saputo fare neppure l’addizione delle proprie spese e la 
sottrazione dei propri debiti, possedeva forti e reali inclina- 
zioni alle matematiche; aveva applicato queste all’astrono- 
mia e ne aveva tratto sufficienti riconoscimenti pubblici e 


gustosissime gioie private. Basti dire che in lui orgoglio e ana- 
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lisi matematica si erano a tal punto associati da dargli Pillu- 
sione che gli astri obbedissero ai suoi calcoli (come, di fatto, 
sembravano fare) e che i due pianetini che aveva scoperto (Sa- 
lina e Svelto li aveva chiamati, come il suo feudo e il suo 
bracco indimenticato) propagassero nelle sterili plaghe fra 
Marte e Giove la fama della sua casa e che quindi gli affre- | 
schi della villa fossero stati più una profezia che una adula- 
zione. 

Sollecitato da una parte dall’orgoglio e dall’intellettuali- 
smo materno, dall’altra dalla sensualità e faciloneria paterna, 
il povero Principe Fabrizio viveva in perpetuo scontento pur 
sotto il suo cipiglio zeusiano, e stava a contemplare la rovina 
del proprio ceto e del proprio patrimonio senza avere nessuna 
attività ed ancor minore voglia di porvi riparo. 

Quella mezz’ora fra il Rosario e la cena era uno dei mo- 
menti meno irritanti della giornata, ed egli ne pregustava 
molte ore prima la pur dubbia calma. 


Preceduto da un Bendicò eccitatissimo discese la breve 
scala che conduceva al giardino. Racchiuso come era questo 
fra tre mura e una parete della villa, la reclusione gli conferi- 
va un aspetto cimiteriale accentuato dai monticcioli paralleli 
delimitanti i canaletti di irrigazione e che sembravano tu- 
muli di smilzi giganti. Sull’argilla rossiccia le piante cresce- 
vano in fitto disordine: i fiori spuntavano dove Dio voleva e 
le siepi di mortella sembravano poste lì più per impedire che 
per dirigere i passi. Nel fondo una Flora chiazzata di lichene 
giallo-nero esibiva rassegnata i suoi vezzi più che secolari; dai 
lati due panche sostenevano cuscini trapunti ravvoltolati, 
anch’essi di marmo grigio; ed in un angolo l’oro di un albe- 
ro di gaggìa intrometteva la propria allegria intempestiva; da 
ogni zolla emanava la sensazione di un desiderio di bellezza 
presto fiaccato dalla pigrizia. 

Ma il giardino, costretto e macerato fra quelle barriere, 
esalava profumi untuosi, carnali e lievemente putridi, come i 
liquami aromatici distillati dalle reliquie di certe sante; i ga- 
rofanini sovrapponevano il loro odore pepato a quello pro- 
tocollare delle rose ed a quello oleoso delle magnolie che si 
appesantivano negli angoli; e sotto sotto si avvertiva anche il 
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| profumo della menta misto a quello infantile della gaggia ed a 
quello confetturiero della mortella; e da oltre il muro l’agru- 
meto faceva straripare il sentore di alcova delle prime zagare. 

Era un giardino per ciechi: la vista costantemente era 
offesa: ma l’odorato poteva trarre da esso un piacere forte 
benché non delicato. Le rose Paul Neyron, le cui piantine 


aveva egli stesso acquistato a Parigi, erano degenerate: ecci- 


tate prima e rinfrollite poi dai succhi vigorosi e indolenti del- 
la terra siciliana, arse dai lugli apocalittici, si erano mutate 
in una sorta di cavoli color carne, osceni; ma che distillava- 
no un aroma denso quasi turpe che nessun allevatore francese 
avrebbe osato sperare. Il Principe se ne pose una sotto il naso 
e gli sembrò di odorare la coscia di una ballerina dell’Opera. 
Bendicò, cui venne offerta pure, si ritrasse nauseato e si af- 
frettò a cercare sensazioni più salubri fra il concime e certe 
lucertoluzze morte. 

Ma il giardino profumato fu causa nel Principe di cupe 
associazioni di idee. « Adesso qui c'è buon odore; ma un 
mese fa... » 

Ricordava il ribrezzo che le zaffate dolciastre avevano dif- 
fuso in tutta la villa prima che ne venisse rimossa la causa: 
il cadavere di un giovane soldato del 5° Battaglione che, feri- 
to nella zuffa di S. Lorenzo contro le squadre dei ribelli, se ne 
era venuto a morire, solo, sotto un albero di limone: lo ave- 
vano trovato bocconi nel fitto trifoglio, il viso affondato nel 
sangue e nel vomito, con le unghia confitte nella terra, co- 
perto dai formiconi. E di sotto le bandoliere, gl’intestini vio- 
lacei avevano formato pozzanghera. Era stato Russo, il sopra- 
stante, a rinvenire quella cosa spezzata, a rivoltarla, a coprirne 
il volto col suo fazzolettone rosso, a ricacciare con un ramet- 
to le viscere dentro lo squarcio del ventre, a coprire poi la fe- 
rita con le falde blu del cappottone; sputando continuamente 
per lo schifo non proprio addosso ma assai vicino alla salma. 
Il tutto con preoccupante perizia. « Il fetore di queste caro- 
gne non cessa neppure quando sono morte » diceva. Ed era 
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stato tutto quanto avesse commemorato quella morte dere- 


litta. 
Quando i commilitoni imbambolati lo ebbero poi portato 


via (e, si, lo avevano trascinato per le spalle sino alla carretta 
cosicché la stoppa del pupazzo era venuta fuori di nuovo) un 
De Profundis per l’anima dello sconosciuto venne aggiun- 
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ta al Rosario serale; e non se ne parlò più, la coscienza delle 
donne di casa essendosi rivelata soddisfatta. N 

Il Principe andò a grattar via un po’ di lichene dai piedi 
della Flora e si mise a passeggiare su e git: il sole basso proiet- 
tava immane l’ombra sua sulle aiuole funeree. 

Del morto non si era parlato piü, infatti; ed alla fin dei 
conti, i soldati sono soldati appunto per morire in difesa del 
Re. L’immagine di quel corpo sbudellato riappariva perö spes- 
so nei ricordi come per chiedere che gli si desse pace nel solo 
modo possibile al Principe: superando e giustificando il suo 
estremo patire in una necessita generale. Ed altri spettri gli 


stavano intorno, ancor meno attraenti di esso. Perché morire | 


per qualcheduno o per qualche cosa, va bene, è nell’ordine; 
| occorre però sapere o, per lo meno, essere certi che qualcuno 


sappia per chi o per che si è morti; questo chiedeva quella fac- 


cia deturpata; e appunto qui cominciava la nebbia. 

« Ma è morto per il re, caro Fabrizio, è chiaro » gli avreb- 
be risposto suo cognato Màlvica, se il Principe lo avesse in- 
terrogato, quel Màlvica scelto sempre come portavoce della 
folla degli amici. « Per il Re, che rappresenta l’ordine, la con- 
tinuità, la decenza, il diritto, l’onore; per il Re che solo difen- 
de la Chiesa, che solo impedisce il disfacimento della pro- 
prietà, mèta ultima della setta ». Parole bellissime, queste, 
che indicavano tutto quanto era caro al Principe sino alle ra- 
dici del cuore. Qualcosa però strideva ancora. Il Re, va bene. 
Lo conosceva bene, il Re, almeno quello che era morto da po- 
co; l’attuale non era che un seminarista vestito da generale. E 
davvero non valeva molto. « Ma questo non è ragionare, Fa- 
brizio », ribatteva Màlvica; «un singolo sovrano può non es: 


sere all’altezza, ma l’idea monarchica rimane lo stesso quel- 


la che è ». 


Vero anche questo; ma i Re che incarnano una idea non 
devono, non possono scendere, per generazioni, al disotto di 
un certo livello; se no, caro cognato, anche l’idea ci patisce. 

Seduto su un banco se ne stava lì a contemplare inoperoso 
le devastazioni che Bendicò operava nelle aiuole; ogni tanto il 
cane rivolgeva a lui gli occhi innocenti come per chiedergli 
una lode per il lavoro compiuto; quattordici garofani spezzati, 
mezza siepe divelta, una canaletta ostruita. Sembrava davvero 
un cristiano. « Buono, Bendicò, vieni qui ». E la bestia accor- 
reva, gli posava le froge terrose sulla mano, ansiosa di mostrar- 
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gli che la balorda interruzione del bel lavoro compiuto gli ve. 
niva perdonata. 

Le udienze, le molte udienze che Re Ferdinando gli aveva 
- concesse, a Caserta, a Capodimonte, a Portici, a Napoli, a casa 
del diavolo. 

A fianco del ciambellano di servizio, che lo guidava chiac- 

_chierando, con la feluca sotto il braccio e le piü fresche volga- 
rita napoletane sulle labbra, si percorrevano interminabili sa- 
le, di architettura magnifica e di mobilio stomachevole (pro- 
prio come la monarchia borbonica), ci si infilava in anditi su- 
dicetti e scalette maltenute e si sbucava in un’anticamera dove 
parecchia gente aspettava: facce chiuse di sbirri, facce avide 
di questuanti raccomandati. Il ciambellano si scusava, faceva 
superare l’ostacolo della gentaglia, e conduceva verso un’altra 
anticamera, quella riservata alla gente di Corte: un ambien- 
tino azzurro e argento dei tempi di Carlo III; e dopo una bre- 
ve attesa, un servo grattava alla porta e si era ammessi alla 
Presenza Augusta. 

Lo studio privato era piccolo e artificiosamente semplice: 
sulle pareti imbiancate un ritratto del Re Francesco I e uno 
dell’attuale Regina dall’aspetto inacidito e collerico; al di so- 
pra del caminetto una Madonna di Andrea del Sarto sembrava 
stupita di trovarsi contornata da litografie colorate rappresen- 
tanti santi di terz’ordine e santuari napoletani; su di una men- 
sola un Bambino Gesù in cera col lumino acceso davanti; e 
sulla modesta scrivania, carte bianche, carte gialle, carte az- 
zurre: tutta l’amministrazione del Regno giunta alla sua fase 
finale, quella della firma di Sua Maestà (D. G.). 

Dietro questo sbarramento di scartoffie, il Re. Già in pie- 
di per non esser costretto a mostrare che si alzava; il Re con il 
suo faccione smorto tra le fedine biondiccie, con quella giubba 
militare di ruvido panno sotto la quale scaturiva la cataratta 
violacea dei pantaloni cascanti. Faceva un passo avanti con la 
destra già inclinata per il baciamano che avrebbe poi rifiu- 
tato. « Ne’, Salina, beate quest’uocchie che te vedono ». L’ac- 
cento napoletano sorpassava di gran lunga in sapore quello 
del ciambellano. « Prego la Vostra Real Maestà di voler scu- 
sarmi se non indosso la divisa di Corte; sono soltanto di pas- 
saggio da Napoli; e non volevo tralasciare di venire a riverire 
la Vostra Persona ». « Salina, tu vo’ pazziare; lo sai che a Ca- 
serta sei come a casa tua ». «A casa tua, sicuro », ripeteva se- 
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dendo dietro la scrivania e indugiando un attimo a far sedere : 

l’ospite. Ñ 
«E e ’ppeccerelle che fanno? ». Il Principe capiva che ai 
questo punto occorreva piazzare l’equivoco salace e bigotto in-- 
sieme. « Le peccerelle, Maestà? alla mia età, e sotto il sacro» 
vincolo del matrimonio? ». La bocca del re rideva mentre le: 
mani riordinavano severamente le carte. «Non mi sarei mai | 
permesso, Salina. Io domandavo d’e ’peccerelle toie, d’e prin- ; 
cipessine. Concetta, la cara figlioccia nostra, dev’esse granne | 
ora, 'na signorina ». 

Dalla famiglia si passò alla scienza. « Tu, Salina, fai onore 
non solo a te stesso, ma a tutto il regno. Gran bella cosa la 
scienza, quando non si mette in testa di attaccare la religio- 
ne! ». Dopo, però, la maschera dell’Amico veniva posta da par- 
te, e si assumeva quella del Sovrano Severo. « E dimmi, Sali. 
na, che si dice in Sicilia di Castelcicala? ». Salina ne aveva in- 
teso dir corna da parte regia come da parte liberale, ma non ' 
voleva tradire l’amico, si schermiva, si manteneva sulle gene- ! 
ralità. « Gran signore, gloriosa ferita, forse un po’ anziano per . 
le fatiche della Luogotenenza ». Il Re si rabbuiava: Salina 
non voleva far la spia, Salina quindi non valeva niente per lui. 
Appoggiate le mani alla scrivania, si preparava a dar congedo: 
«Aggio tanto lavoro; tutto il Regno riposa su queste spalle ». 
Era tempo di dare lo zuccherino: la maschera fraterna ri- 
spuntò fuori dal cassetto: « Quanno ripassi da Napoli, Salina, 
vieni a far vedere Concetta alla Regina. Lo saccio, è troppo 
giovane pe’ esse presentata a Corte, ma un pranzetto privato 
non ce l’impedisce nisciuno. Maccarrune e belle guaglione, co- 
me si dice. Salutamo, Salina, statte bbuono ». 

Una volta però il congedo era stato cattivo. Il Principe 
aveva già fatto il secondo inchino a ritroso quando il Re lo ri- 
chiamò: « Salina, stammi a sentere. Mi hanno detto che a 
Palermo hai cattive frequentazioni. Quel tuo nipote Falconeri... 
perché non ci rimetti la testa a posto? » « Maestà, ma Tanere- 
di non si occupa che di donne e di carte ». Il Re perse le pa- 
zienza: « Salina, Salina, tu pazzii. Responsabile sei tu, il tutore. 
Digli ca si guardasse ’o cuollo. Salutamo ». 

Ripercorrendo l’itinerario fastosamente mediocre per an-. 
dare a firmare sul registro della Regina, lo scoramento l’inva- 
deva. La cordialità plebea lo aveva depresso quanto il ghigno 
poliziesco. Beati quei suoi amici che volevano interpretare la 
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4 ‘amiliarità come amicizia, la minaccia come possanza regale. 
Lui non poteva. E, mentre palleggiava pettegolezzi con l’im- 


ÿ 


a succedere a questa monarchia che aveva i segni della morte 
) sul volto. Il Piemontese, il cosiddetto Galantuomo che faceva 
tanto chiasso nella sua piccola capitale fuor di mano? Non sa- 
rebbe stato lo stesso? Dialetto torinese invece che napoletano. 


= 


E basta. 
a Si era giunti al registro. Firmava: Fabrizio Corbera, Prin- 
cipe di Salina. 

Oppure la Repubblica di don Peppino Mazzini? « Grazie. 
 Diventerei il Signor Corbera ». 

E la lunga trottata del ritorno non lo calmò. Non poté con- 
solarlo neppure l’appuntamento già preso con Cora Danölo. 

Stando così le cose, che restava da fare? Aggrapparsi a 
quel che c’è senza far salti nel buio? Allora occorrevano i col- 
pi secchi delle scariche, così come erano rintronati poco tem- 

po fa in una squallida piazza a Palermo, ma le scariche an- 
ch’esse a cosa servivano? « Non si conchiude nulla con i pum! 
pum!. È vero, Bendicò? » 

«Ding, ding, ding », faceva invece la campanella che an- 
nunciava la cena. Bendicò correva con l’acquolina in bocca per 
il pasto pregustato. « Un Piemontese tale e quale!» pensava 
Salina risalendo la scala. 


La cena, a Villa Salina, era servita con il fasto sbrecciato 
che allora era lo stile del Regno delle Due Sicilie. Il numero dei 
commensali (quattordici erano, fra padroni di casa, figli, go- 
vernanti e precettori) bastava da solo a conferire imponenza al. 
la tavola. Ricoperta da una rattoppata tovaglia finissima, essa 
splendeva sotto la luce di una potente « carsella » precaria- 
mente appesa sotto la « ninfa », sotto il lampadario di Murano. 
Dalle finestre entrava ancora molta luce, ma le figure bianche 
sul fondo scuro dei sovrapporte, simulanti dei bassorilievi, si 
perdevano già nell’ombra. Massiccia l’argenteria e splendidi i 
bicchieri, recanti sul medaglione liscio fra i bugnati di Boe- 
mia le cifre F. D. (Ferdinandus dedit) in ricordo di una mu- 
nificenza regale; ma i piatti, ciascuno segnato da una sigla 
illustre, non erano che dei superstiti delle stragi compiute da- 


449 


peccabile ciambellano, andava chiedendosi chi fosse destinato _ 


AN = Y de a 
x i ee 


GIUSEPPE TOMASI DI LAMPEDUSA 


gli sguatteri e provenivano da servizi disparati. Quelli di for-- 
mato più grande, Capodimonte vaghissimi con la larga bor-: 
dura verde-mandorla segnata da ancorette dorate, erano ri-. 
servati al Principe cui piaceva avere intorno a sé ogni cosa in. 
scala, eccetto la moglie. 
Quando egli entrò in sala da pranzo tutti erano già riuniti, , 
la Principessa soltanto seduta, gli altri in piedi dietro alle loro : 
sedie. E davanti al suo posto, fiancheggiati da una colonna di 
piatti, si slargavano i fianchi argentei dell’enorme zuppiera col. 
coperchio sormontato dal Gattopardo danzante. Il Principe sco- 
dellava lui stesso la minestra, fatica grata, simbolo delle man- 
sioni altrici del pater familias. Quella sera, però, come non 
era avvenuto da tempo, si udì minaccioso il tinnire del mescolo 
contro la parete della zuppiera: segno di collera grande an- 
cor contenuta, uno dei rumori più spaventevoli che esistessero, 
come diceva ancora quaranta anni dopo un figlio sopravvissuto; 
il principe si era accorto che il sedicenne Francesco Paolo non . 
era al proprio posto. Il ragazzo entrò subito (« scusatemi, pa- 
pa») e sedette. Non subì rimprovero, ma padre Pirrone che 
aveva più o meno le funzioni di cane da mandria, chinò il ca- 
po e si raccomandò a Dio. La bomba non era esplosa. Ma il 
vento del suo passaggio aveva raggelato la tavola e la cena era 
rovinata lo stesso. Mentre si mangiava in silenzio, gli occhi 
azzurri del Principe un po’ ristretti fra le palpebre semichiuse, 
fissavano i figli uno per uno e li ammutolivano di paura. 
Invece! « Bella famiglia », pensava. Le femmine grassoc- 
cie, fiorenti di salute, con le loro fossette maliziose e, fra la 
fronte e il naso, quel tale cipiglio, quel marchio atavico dei Sa- 
lina. I maschi sottili ma forti, con sul volto la malinconia di 
moda, maneggiavano le posate con sorvegliata violenza. Uno di 
essi mancava da due anni, quel Giovanni, il secondogenito, il 
più amato, il più scontroso. Un bel giorno era scomparso da 
casa e di lui non si erano avute notizie per due mesi. Finché 
non giunse una rispettosa e fredda lettera da Londra, nella 
quale si chiedeva scusa per le ansie causate, si rassicurava sulla 
propria salute, e si affermava, stranamente, di preferire la mo- 
desta vita di commesso in un deposito di carbone anziché la 
esistenza « troppo curata » (leggi: incatenata) fra gli agi pa- 
lermitani. Il ricordo, l’ansietà per il giovinetto errante nella 
nebbia fumosa di quella città eretica, pizzicarono malvagia- 
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mente il cuore del Principe che soffrì molto. S'incupi anco- 


ra di più. 

| S’incupi tanto che la Principessa seduta accanto a lui tese 
la mano infantile e carezzò la potente zampaccia che riposava 
sulla tovaglia. Gesto improvvido che scatenò una serie di sen- 
sazioni: irritazione per esser compianto, sensualità risveglia- 
ta ma non più diretta verso chi l’aveva ridestata. In un lampo 
al Principe apparì l’immagine di Mariannina con la testa 
affondata nel cuscino. Alzò seccamente la voce: « Domenico » 
disse a un servitore, « vai a dire a don Antonino di attaccare 
i bai al coupé; scendo a Palermo subito dopo cena ». Guar- 
dando gli occhi della moglie che si erano fatti vitrei, si penti 
di quanto aveva ordinato; ma poiché era impensabile il ritiro 
di una disposizione già data, insistette, unendo anzi la beffa al- 
la crudeltà: « Padre Pirrone, venga con me; saremo di ritor- 
no alle undici; potrà passare due ore a Casa Professa con i suoi 
amici ». 

Andare a Palermo la sera, ed in quei tempi di disordini, 
appariva manifestamente senza scopo, se si eccettuasse quello 
di un’avventura galante di basso rango; il prendere poi come 
compagno l’ecclesiastico di casa era offensiva prepotenza. Al. 
meno padre Pirrone lo sentì così, e se ne offese; ma, natural. 
mente, cedette. 

L’ultima nespola era stata appena ingoiata che si udiva il 
rotolare della vettura sotto l’androne; mentre in sala un came- 
riere porgeva la tuba al principe ed il tricono al Gesuita, la 
principessa, ormai con le lacrime agli occhi, fece un ultimo 
tentativo, quanto mai vano: « Ma, Fabrizio, di questi tempi... 
con le strade piene di soldati, piene di malandrini... può suc- 
cedere un guaio ». Lui ridacchiò. « Sciocchezze, Stella, scioc- 
chezze; cosa vuoi che succeda; mi conoscono tutti; uomini alti 
una canna ce ne sono pochi a Palermo. Addio ». E baciò fretto- 
losamente la fronte ancor liscia che era al livello del suo men- 
to. Però, sia che l’odore della pelle della Principessa avesse ri- 
chiamato teneri ricordi, sia che dietro di lui il passo peniten- 
ziale di Padre Pirrone avesse evocato ammonimenti pii, quan- 
do giunse dinanzi al coupé, si trovò di nuovo sul punto 
di disdire la gita. In quel momento, mentre apriva la bocca per 
dire di rientrare in scuderia, un violento grido « Fabrizio, Fa- 
brizio mio! » giunse dalla finestra di sopra, seguito da strida 
acutissime. La principessa aveva una delle sue crisi isteriche. 
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« Avanti », disse al cocchiere che se ne stava a cassetta con 
la frusta in diagonale sul ventre. « Avanti, andiamo a Palermo 
a lasciare il Reverendo a Casa Professa ». E sbatté lo sportello 
prima che il cameriere potesse chiuderlo. 


Non era ancora notte, e incassata fra le alte mura la stra- 
da si dilungava bianchissima. Appena usciti dalla proprietà Sa- 
lina si scorgeva a sinistra la Villa semidiruta dei Falconeri, ap- 
partenente a Tancredi, suo nipote e pupillo. Un padre scia- 
lacquatore, marito della sorella del Principe, aveva dissipato 
tutta la sostanza ed era poi morto. Era stata una di quelle ro- 
vine totali durante le quali si fan fondere financo l’argento 
dei galloni delle livree; ed alla morte della madre il Re aveva 


conferito la tutela del nipote, allora quattordicenne, allo zio. 
Salina. Il ragazzo, prima quasi ignoto, era divenuto carissimo. 


all’irritabile Principe che scorgeva in lui un’allegria riottosa, 
un temperamento frivolo a tratti contradetto da improvvise cri- 
si di serietà. Senza confessarlo a se stesso, avrebbe preferito 
aver lui come primogenito anziché quel buon babbeo di Paolo. 
Adesso, a ventun’anni, Tancredi si dava bel tempo con i quat- 
trini che il tutore non gli lesinava rimettendoci anche di ta- 
sca propria. « Quel ragazzaccio, chissà cosa sta combinando 
per ora» pensava il Principe mentre si rasentava Villa Fal. 
coneri cui l’enorme bougainvillea che faceva straripare oltre 
il cancello le proprie cascate di seta episcopale conferiva nel- 
l'oscurità un aspetto abusivo di fasto. 

« Chissà cosa sta combinando ». Perché Re Ferdinando, 
quando aveva parlato delle cattive frequentazioni del giova- 
notto, aveva fatto male a dirlo, ma aveva avuto, nei fatti, ragio- 
ne. Preso in una rete di amici giocatori, di amiche, come si 
diceva, « scondottate », che la sua esile attrattiva dominava, 
Tancredi era giunto al punto di aver simpatie per la setta, 
relazioni con il Comitato Nazionale segreto; forse prendeva an- 


che dei quattrini da li, come ne prendeva d’altronde dalla Cas- 


setta Reale. E c’era voluto del bello e del buono, c'erano volute 
visite sue a Castelcicala scettico ed a Maniscalco troppo cortese 
per evitare al ragazzo un brutto guaio dopo il Quattro Aprile. 
Non era bello tutto ciò; d’altra parte Tancredi non poteva aver 


mai torto per lo zio; la colpa vera quindi era dei tempi, di 


questi tempi sconclusionati durante i quali un giovanotto di 
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buona famiglia non era libero di fare una partita a faraone 
senza inciampare in amicizie compromettenti. Brutti tempi. 
i « Brutti tempi, Eccellenza ». La voce di Padre Pirro- 
ne risuonò come un’eco dei suoi pensieri. Compresso in un 
cantuccio del coupé, premuto dalla massa del Principe, sog- 
giogato dalla prepotenza del Principe, il gesuita soffriva nel 
corpo e nella coscienza, e, uomo non mediocre com'era, tra- 
sferiva subito le proprie pene effimere nel mondo durevole 
della storia. « Guardi, Eccellenza », e additava i monti scosce- 
si della Conca d’Oro ancor chiari in quest’ultimo crepuscolo. 
Ai loro fianchi e sulle cime ardevano diecine di fuochi, i 
falò che le squadre ribelli accendevano ogni notte, silenziosa 
minaccia alla città regia e conventuale. Sembravano quelle 
luci che si vedono ardere nelle camere degli ammalati gravi 
durante le estreme nottate. 

« Vedo, Padre, vedo », e pensava che forse Tancredi era 
attorno a uno di quei fuochi malvagi ad attizzare con le mani 
aristocratiche la brace che ardeva appunto per svalutare le ma- 
ni di quella sorta. « Veramente sono un bel tutore, col pupillo 
che fa qualsiasi sciocchezza gli passi per testa ». 


La strada adesso era in leggera discesa e si vedeva Paler- 
mo vicinissima completamente al buio. Le sue case basse e ser- 
rate erano oppresse dalle smisurate moli dei conventi. Di que- 
sti vi erano diecine, tutti immani, spesso associati in gruppi di 
due o di tre, conventi di uomini e di donne, conventi ricchi 
e conventi poveri, conventi nobili e conventi plebei, conventi 
di gesuiti, di benedettini, di francescani, di cappuccini, di car- 
melitani, di liguorini, di agostiniani... Smunte cupole dalle cur- 
ve incerte simili a seni svuotati di latte si alzavano ancora più 
alte; ma erano essi, i conventi, a conferire alla città la cupezza 
sua e il suo carattere, il suo decoro ed insieme il senso di mor- 
te che neppure la frenetica luce siciliana riusciva mai a disper- 
dere. A quell’ora poi, a notte quasi chiusa, essi erano i despoti 
del panorama. Ed era contro di essi che in realtà erano accesi 
i fuochi delle montagne, attizzati del resto da uomini assai si- 
mili a quelli che nei conventi vivevano, fanatici come essi, chiu- 
si come essi, come essi avidi di potere, cioè, com’é Puso, di ozio. 

Questo pensava il Principe, mentre i bai procedevano al 
passo nella discesa; pensieri in contrasto con la sua essenza ve- 
ritiera, partoriti dall’ansia sulla sorte di Tancredi e dallo sti- 
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molo sensuale che lo induceva a rivoltarsi contro le costrizio- 
ni che i conventi incarnavano. 

Adesso infatti la strada attraversava gli aranceti in fiore e 
l’aroma nuziale delle zagare annullava ogni cosa come il 
plenilunio annulla un paesaggio: l’odore dei cavalli sudati, 
l'odore di cuoio della imbottitura della carrozza, Podor di 
Principe e l’odor di Gesuita, tutto era cancellato da quel pro- 
fumo islamico che evocava urì e carnali oltretomba. 

Padre Pirrone ne fu commosso anche lui. « Che bel paese 
sarebbe questo, Eccellenza, se... ». « Se non vi fossero tanti ge- 
suiti » pensò il Principe che dalla voce del prete aveva avuto 
interrotti presagi dolcissimi. E subito si pentì della villania non | 
consumata, e con la grossa mano batté sul tricorno del vecchio 
amico. 

All’ingresso dei sobborghi della città, a Villa Airoldi, una 
pattuglia fermò la vettura. Voci pugliesi, voci napoletane inti- 
marono l'« alt », smisurate baionette balenarono sotto l’oscil- 
lante luce di una lanterna; ma un sottufficiale riconobbe 
presto il Principe, che se ne stava con la tuba sulle ginocchia. 
« Scusate, Eccellenza, passate ». Ed anzi fece salire a cassetta 
un soldato perché non venisse disturbato dagli altri posti di 
blocco. Il coupé appesantito andò più lento, contornò Villa 
Ranchibile, oltrepassò Terrerosse e gli orti di Villafranca, en- 
trò in città per Porta Maqueda. Al Caffè Romeres ai Quattro 
Canti di Campagna gli ufficiali dei reparti di guardia ridevano 
e sorbivano granite enormi. Ma fu il solo segno di vita della 
città: le strade erano deserte, risonanti solo del passo caden- 
zato delle ronde che andavano passando con le bandoliere bian- 
che incrociate sul petto. Ed ai lati il basso continuo dei con- 
venti, la Badia del Monte, le Stimmate, i Crociferi, i Teatini, 
pachidermici, neri come la pece, immersi in un sonno che ras- 
somigliava al nulla. 

«Fra due ore ripasserò a prendervi, Padre. Buone ora- 
zioni ». 

Ed il povero Pirrone bussò confuso alla porta del conven- 
to, mentre il coupé si allontanava per i vicoli. 

Lasciata la vettura al palazzo, il Principe si diresse a piedi 
là dove era deciso ad andare. La strada era breve, ma il quar- 
tiere malfamato. Soldati in completo equipaggiamento, cosic- 
ché si capiva subito che si erano allontanati furtivamente dai 
reparti bivaccanti sulle piazze, uscivano con gli occhi smeri- 
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gliati dalle casette basse sui cui gracili balconi una pianta di 
basilico spiegava la facilità con la quale erano entrati. Giovi. 
nastri sinistri dai larghi calzoni litigavano nelle tonalità basse 
dei siciliani arrabbiati. Da lontano giungeva Veco di schiop- 
pettate sfuggite a sentinelle nervose. Superata questa contrada 
costeggiò la Cala; nel vecchio porto peschereccio le barche 
dondolavano semiputride, con l’aspetto desolato di cani rognosi. 
« Sono un peccatore, lo so, doppiamente peccatore, dinan- 
zi alla legge divina e dinanzi all’affetto umano di Stella. Non 
vi è dubbio, e domani mi confesserò a Padre Pirrone ». Sorrise 
dentro di sé pensando che forse sarebbe stato superfluo, tanto 
sicuro doveva essere il gesuita dei suoi trascorsi di oggi. Poi 
lo spirito di arzigogolio riprese il sopravvento: « Pecco, è 
vero, ma pecco per non peccare più oltre, per non continuare 
ad eccitarmi, per strapparmi questa spina carnale, per non es- 
ser trascinato in guai maggiori. Questo il Signore lo sa ». Fu 
sopraffatto da un intenerimento verso se stesso. « Sono un 
pover’uomo debole », pensava mentre il passo poderoso com- 
primeva l’acciottolato sudicio, « sono debole e non sostenuto 
da nessuno. Stella! si fa presto a dire! il Signore sa se la ho 
amata: ci siamo sposati a vent'anni. Ma lei adesso è troppo 
prepotente, troppo anziana anche ». Il senso di debolezza gli 
era passato. « Sono un uomo vigoroso ancora; e come fo ad ac- 
contentarmi di una donna che, a letto, si fa il segno della cro- 
ce prima di ogni abbraccio, e che, dopo, nei momenti di mag- 
giore emozione, non sa che dire: « Gesummaria! ». Quando 
ci siamo sposati, quando aveva sedici anni, tutto ciò mi esal- 
tava; ma adesso... sette figli ho avuto con lei, sette; e non ho 
mai visto il suo ombelico. È giusto questo? ». Gridava quasi, 
eccitato dalla sua eccentrica angoscia. « È giusto? Lo chiedo a 
voi tutti! ». E si rivolgeva al portico della Catena. « La pecca- 
trice è lei! ». 
Questa rassicurante scoperta lo confortò e bussò deciso al- 
la porta di Mariannina. 


Due ore dopo era già in coupé sulla via del ritorno insie- 
me con Padre Pirrone. Questi era emozionato: i suoi confra- 
telli lo avevano messo a giorno della situazione politica che 
era molto più tesa di quanto non apparisse nella calma distac- 
cata di Villa Salina. Si temeva uno sbarco dei Piemontesi nel 
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sud dell’isola, dalle parti di Sciacca; e le autorita avevano no- | 


tato nel popolo un muto fermento: la teppa cittadina aspetta- 
va il primo segno di affievolimento del potere; voleva buttar- 
si al saccheggio ed allo stupro. I Padri erano allarmati, e tre 
di essi, i più vecchi, erano stati fatti partire per Napoli, col 
« pacchetto » del pomeriggio, recando con sé le carte del con- 
vento. « Il Signore ci protegga, e risparmi questo Regno san- 
tissimo ». 

Il Principe lo ascoltava appena, immerso com’era in una 
serenità sazia maculata di ripugnanza. Mariannina lo aveva 
guardato con grossi occhi opachi di contadina, non si era ri- 
fiutata a niente, si era mostrata umile e servizievole. Una specie 
di Bendicò in sottanino di seta. In un attimo di particolare 


deliquescenza, le era anche occorso di esclamare: « Princi- 
pone! ». Lui ne sorrideva ancora, soddisfatto. Meglio questo, 


certo, che i « mon chat » od i « mon singe blond » che rive- 
lavano i momenti omologhi di Sarah, la sgualdrinella parigina 
che aveva frequentato tre anni fa quando per il Congresso di 
Astronomia gli avevano consegnato in Sorbona la medaglia 
d’oro. Meglio di « mon chat », senza dubbio; molto meglio poi 
di « Gesummaria »; niente sacrilegio, almeno. Era una buona 
figliola, Mariannina; le avrebbe portato tre canne di seta 
ponzò, la prossima volta che sarebbe andato da lei. 

Ma che tristezza, anche: quella carne giovane troppo ma- 
neggiata, quella impudicizia rassegnata; e lui stesso, che cosa 
era? un porco, e niente altro. Gli ritornò in mente un verso 
che aveva letto per caso in una libreria di Parigi, sfogliando 
un volume di non sapeva più chi, di uno di quei poeti che la 
Francia sforna e dimentica ogni settimana. Rivedeva la co- 
lonna giallo-limone degli esemplari invenduti, la pagina, una 
pagina dispari, e riudiva i versi che stavano lì a conchiudere 
una poesia strampalata: 


...donnez-moi la force et le courage 
de contempler mon coeur et mon corps sans degoüt. 


E mentre Padre Pirrone continuava ad occuparsi di un 


certo La Farina e di un certo Crispi, il « Principone » si ad- 


dormentò, in una sorta di disperata euforia, cullato dal trotto 
dei bai, sulle cui natiche grasse i lampioncini della vettura fa- 
cevano oscillare la luce. Si risvegliò alla svolta dinanzi alla 
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lla Falconeri. « Quello li pure, un bel tipo, che attizza la 
race che lo divorera ». 
Quando si trové nella camera matrimoniale, il vedere la 
‘povera Stella con i capelli ben ravviati sotto la cuffietta, dor- 
mire sospirando nel grandissimo, altissimo letto di rame, lo 
commosse ed intenerì. « Sette figli mi ha dato, ed è stata mia 
soltanto ». Un odore di valeriana vagava per la camera, ultima 
vestige della crisi isterica. « Povera Stelluccia mia », si ramma- 
ricava spalancando il letto. Le ore passarono e non poteva 
dormire: Dio, con la mano possente, mescolava nei suoi pensie- 
ri tre fuochi: quello delle carezze di Mariannina, quello dei 
francesi, quello iracondo dei roghi sui monti. 

Verso l’alba, però, la Principessa ebbe occasione di farsi 
il segno della croce. 


La mattina dopo il sole illuminò un Principe rinfrancato. 
Aveva preso il caffè, ed in veste da camera rossa, fiorata di 
nero, si radeva dinanzi allo specchietto. Bendicò poggiava il 
testone pesante sulla sua pantofola. Mentre si radeva la guan- 
cia destra, vide nello specchio, dietro la sua, la faccia di un 
giovanotto, un volto magro, distinto, con un’espressione di ti- 
morosa beffa. Non si voltò, e continuò a radersi. « Tancredi, © 
cosa hai combinato la notte scorsa? » « Buongiorno, zio. Cosa 
ho combinato? Niente di niente: sono stato con gli amici. Una 
notte santa. Non come certe conoscenze mie che sono state a 
divertirsi a Palermo ». Il Principe si applicò a radere bene 
quel tratto di pelle difficoltoso fra labbro e mento. La voce 
leggermente nasale del nipote portava una tale carica di brio 
giovanile che era impossibile arrabbiarsi; ma sorprendersi 
poteva forse esser lecito. Si voltò e con l’asciugamano sotto il 
mento guardò il nipote. Era in tenuta da caccia, giubba attil- 
lata e gambaletti alti. « E chi erano queste conoscenze, si può 
sapere? » « Tu, zione, tu. Ti ho visto con questi occhi, al po- 
sto di blocco della Favorita, mentre parlavi col sergente. Belle 
cose, alla tua età! I ruderi libertini ». Era davvero troppo in- 
solente. Credeva di poter permettersi tutto. Attraverso la stret- | 
ta fessura delle palpebre gli occhi azzurro-torbidi, gli occhi 
di sua madre, i suoi stessi occhi, lo fissavano ridenti. Il Prin- 
cipe si sentì offeso: questo qui veramente non sapeva a che 
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punto fermarsi, ma non aveva l’animo di rimproverarlo; del 
resto aveva ragione lui. « Ma perché sei vestito così? Cosa c’è? 
Un ballo in maschera di mattina? ». Il ragazzo era diventato 
serio: il suo volto triangolare assunse una inaspettata espres- 
sione virile. « Parto, zione, parto fra un’ora. Sono venuto a 
dirti addio ». Il povero Salina si sentì stringere il cuore. « Un 
duello? » « Un grande duello, zio. Un duello con France- 
schiello Dio Guardi. Vado nelle montagne a Ficuzza; non lo 
dire a nessuno, soprattutto non a Paolo; si preparano grandi 
cose, zio, ed io non voglio restare a casa. Dove del resto mi ac- 
chiapperebbero subito se vi restassi ». Il Principe ebbe una del- 
le sue solite visioni improvvise: una scena crudele di guerri- 
glia, schioppettate nei boschi, ed il suo Tancredi per terra, 
sbudellato come quel disgraziato soldato. « Sei pazzo, figlio 
mio. Andare a metterti con quella gente. Sono tutti mafiosi 
e imbroglioni. Un Falconeri dev'essere con noi, per il Re». 
Gli occhi ripresero a sorridere. « Per il Re, certo, ma per quale 
Re? ». Il ragazzo ebbe uno di quei suoi accessi di serietà che lo 
rendevano impenetrabile e caro. « Se non ci siamo anche noi, 
quelli ti combinano la repubblica. Se vogliamo che tutto ri- 
manga come è, bisogna che tutto cambi. Mi sono spiegato? » 
Abbracciò lo zio un po’ commosso. « Arrivederci, a presto. Ri- 
tornerò col tricolore ». La retorica degli amici aveva stinto un 
po’ anche su suo nipote; eppure no, nella voce nasale vi era un 
accento che smentiva l’enfasi. Che ragazzo! Le sciocchezze e 
nello stesso tempo il diniego delle sciocchezze. E quel suo Pao- 
lo che in quel momento stava certo a sorvegliare la digestione 
di Guiscardo! Questo era il figlio suo vero. Il Principe si alzò 
in fretta, si strappò l’asciugamani dal collo, frugò in un cas- 
setto. « Tancredi, Tancredi, aspetta ». Corse dietro il nipote, 
gli mise in tasca un rotolino di onze d’oro, gli premette la 
spalla. Quello rideva. « Sussidi la rivoluzione, adesso! Ma gra- 
zie, zione, a presto ». E si precipitò giù per le scale. 

Venne richiamato Bendicò che inseguiva l’amico riem- 
pendo la villa di urla gioiose, la rasatura fu completata, il 
viso lavato. Il cameriere venne a calzare e vestire il Principe. 
«Il tricolore! Bravo, il tricolore! Si riempiono la bocca con 
queste parole, i bricconi. E che cosa significa questo segna- 
colo geometrico, questa scimmiottatura dei francesi, così brutto 
in confronto alla nostra bandiera candida con al centro l’oro 
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I gigliato dello stemma. E che cosa può far loro sperare questa 
| accozzaglia di colori stridenti? ». Era il momento di avvolgersi 
attorno al collo il monumentale cravattone di raso nero. Ope- 
razione difficile durante la quale i pensieri politici era bene 
venissero sospesi. Un giro, due giri, tre giri. Le grosse dita de- 
licate componevano le pieghe, spianavano gli sbuffi, appun- 
_tavano sulla stoffa la testina di Medusa con gli occhi di rubino. 


« Un gilè pulito. Non vedi che questo è macchiato? ». Il ca- 


meriere si sollevò sulla punta dei piedi per infilare la redin- 
gote di panno marrone; gli porse il fazzoletto con le tre goc- 
ce di bergamotto. Le chiavi, l’orologio con catena, il denaro 
se li mise in tasca da sé. Si guardò allo specchio: non c’era 
da dire: era ancora un bell’uomo. « Rudere libertino! Scherza 
pesante quel Tancredi! Vorrei vederlo alla mia età, quattro 
ossa incatenate come è lui ». 


Il passo vigoroso faceva tinnire i vetri dei saloni che at- 


traversava. La casa era serena, luminosa e ornata; soprattutto 
era sua. Scendendo le scale, capì. « Se vogliamo che tutto ri- 
manga com'è... » Tancredi era un grand’uomo; lo aveva sem- 
pre pensato. 


Le stanze dell’Amministrazione erano ancora deserte, si- 
lenziosamente illuminate dal sole attraverso le persiane chiuse. 
Benché fosse quello il luogo della villa nel quale si compis- 
sero le maggiori frivolità, il suo aspetto era di austerità pacata. 
Dalle pareti a calce si riflettevano sul pavimento tirato a cera 
gli enormi quadri rappresentanti i feudi di casa Salina: spic- 
canti a colori vivaci fra le cornici nere e oro si vedeva Salina, 
l’isola dalle montagne gemelle, attorniate da un mare tutto 
trine di spuma, sul quale galere imbandierate caracollavano; 
Querceta, con le sue case basse attorno alla tozza chiesa madre 
verso la quale procedevano gruppi di pellegrini azzurrognoli; 
Ragattisi, stretto fra le gole dei monti; Argivocale, minuscolo 
nella smisuratezza della pianura frumentaria cosparsa. da 
contadini operosi; Donnafugata, con il suo palazzo baroc- 
co, meta di cocchi scarlatti, di cocchi verdini, di cocchi do- 
rati, carichi a quanto sembrava di femmine, di bottiglie e di 
violini; molti altri ancora, tutti protetti dal cielo terso e rassi- 
curante, dal Gattopardo sorridente fra i lunghi mustacchi. 
Ognuno festoso, ognuno desideroso di esprimere l’illuminato 
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imperio, sia « misto » che « mero », di casa Salina. Ingenui ca- 
polavori di arte rustica del secolo scorso; inatti perö a delimi- 
tare confini, a precisare aree, redditi; cose che infatti rima- 
nevano ignote. La ricchezza nei molti secoli di esistenza si era 
mutata in ornamento, in lusso, in piaceri; soltanto in questo; 
l’abolizione dei diritti feudali aveva decapitato gli obblighi in- 
sieme ai privilegi; la ricchezza, come un vino vecchio, aveva 
lasciato cadere in fondo alla botte le fecce della cupidigia, del- 
le cure, anche quelle della prudenza, per conservare soltanto 
l’ardore e il colore. Ed a questo modo finiva con l’annullare 
se stessa; questa ricchezza che aveva realizzato il proprio fine 
era composta soltanto di oli essenziali e come gli oli essenziali 
evaporava in fretta. 

E di già alcuni di quei feudi tanto festosi nei quadri ave- 
vano preso il volo e permanevano soltanto nelle tele variopinte 
e nei nomi. Altri sembravano quelle rondini settembrine ancor 
presenti ma di già radunate stridenti sugli alberi, pronte a 
partire. Ma ve ne erano tanti; sembrava non potessero mai 
finire. 

Malgrado ciò, la sensazione provata dal Principe entrando 
nel proprio studio fu, come sempre, sgradevole. Nel centro del- 
la stanza torreggiava una scrivania con diecine di cassetti, 
nicchie, incavi, ripostigli e piani ribaltabili: la sua mole di 
legno giallo a intarsi neri era scavata e truccata come un pal- 
coscenico, piena di trappole, di piani scorrevoli, di accorgimen- 
ti di segretezza che nessuno sapeva più far funzionare tranne 
i ladri. Era coperta di carte e, benché la previdenza del Prin- 
cipe avesse avuto cura che buona parte di esse si riferisse alle 
atarassiche regioni dominate dall’astronomia, quel che avan- 
zava era sufficiente a riempire di disagio il cuore princi- 
pesco. Gli tornò in mente ad un tratto la scrivania di Re Fer- 
dinando a Caserta, anch’essa ingombra di pratiche e di deci- 
sioni da prendere, con le quali ci si potesse illudere d’in- 
fluire sul torrente delle sorti che invece fluiva per conto suo, 
in un’altra vallata. 

Salina pensò a una medicina scoperta da poco negli Sta- 
ti Uniti d’America, che permetteva di non soffrire durante le 
operazioni più gravi, di rimanere sereni fra le sventure. Mor- 
fina lo avevano chiamato, questo rozzo sostituto chimico dello 
stoicismo antico, della rassegnazione cristiana. Per il povero 
Re l’amministrazione fantomatica teneva luogo di morfina; 
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lui, Salina, ne aveva una di più eletta composizione: l’astro- 
nomia. E cacciando le immagini di Ragattisi perduto o di Ar- 
_givocale oscillante, si tuff nella lettura del più recente nu- 
mero del Journal des Savants. « Les dernières observations 
. de PObservatoire de Greenwich présentent un intéret tout par- 
ticulier... ». 

Dovette esiliarsi presto però da quei gelidi regni stellari. 
Entrò don Ciccio Ferrara, il contabile. Era un ometto asciutto 
che nascondeva l’anima illusa e rapace di un liberale dietro 
occhiali rassicuranti e cravattini immacolati. Quella mattina 
era più arzillo del consueto: appariva chiaro che quelle stesse 
notizie che avevano depresso Padre Pirrone avevano agito su 
di lui come un cordiale. « Tristi tempi, Eccellenza », disse do- 
po gli ossequi rituali, « stanno per succedere grossi guai, ma 
dopo un po’ di trambusto e di sparatorie tutto andrà per il 
meglio; e nuovi tempi gloriosi verranno per la nostra Sicilia; 
non fosse che tanti figli di mamma ci rimetteranno la pelle, 
non potremmo che essere contenti ». Il Principe grugniva sen- 
za esprimere una opinione. « Don Ciccio », disse poi, « biso- 
gna mettere un po’ di ordine nella esazione dei canoni di Quer- 
ceta; son due anni che non si vede un quattrino ». « La conta- 
bilità è a posto, Eccellenza ». Era la frase magica. « Occorre 
soltanto scrivere a don Angelo Mazza di eseguire le procedure; 
sottoporrò oggi stesso la lettera alla vostra firma ». E se ne andò 
a rimestare fra gli enormi registri. In essi con due anni di ri- 
tardo erano minutamente calligrafati tutti i conti di Casa Sa- 
lina, tranne quelli davvero importanti. Rimasto solo il Prin- 
cipe ritardò il.suo tuffo nelle nebulose. Era irritato non già 
contro gli avvenimenti in se stessi ma contro la stupidaggine 
di don Ciccio nel quale aveva di un subito identificato la clas- 
se che sarebbe divenuta dirigente. « Quel che dice il buon 
uomo è proprio l’opposto della verità. Compiange i figli di 
mamma che creperanno, e questi saranno, invece, molto pochi, 
se conosco il carattere dei due avversari; proprio non uno di 
più di quanto sarà necessario alla compilazione di un bolletti- 
no di vittoria, a Napoli o a Torino che è poi lo stesso. Crede 
invece ai tempi ‘gloriosi per la nostra Sicilia’, come si esprime 
lui; cosa che ci è stata promessa in occasione di ognuno dei 
mille sbarchi, da Nicia in poi, e che non è mai successa. E, del 
resto, perché avrebbe dovuto succedere? e allora che cosa av- 
verrà? Mah. Trattative punteggiate da schioppettate innocue, 
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6 e, dopo, tutto sarà lo stesso mentre tutto sarà cambiato ». Gli 
i erano tornate in mente le parole ambigue di Tancredi che 
adesso però comprendeva a fondo. Si rassicurò e tralasciò di 
E sfogliare la rivista. Guardava i fianchi di monte Pellegrino ar- 
i sicci, scavati ed eterni come la miseria. 
Poco dopo venne Russo, l’uomo che il Principe trovava 
più significativo fra i suoi dipendenti. Svelto, ravvolto non 
senza eleganza nella bunaca di velluto rigato, con gli occhi 
avidi al di sotto di una fonte senza rimorsi, era per lui la per- 
fetta espressione di un ceto in ascesa. Ossequioso del resto, e 
| quasi sinceramente affettuoso poiché compiva le proprie rube- 
rie convinto di esercitare un diritto. « Immagino quanto Vo- 
stra Eccellenza sarà seccato per la partenza del signorino Tan- 
credi; ma la sua assenza non durerà molto, ne sono sicuro, 
e tutto andrà a finire bene ». Ancora una volta il Principe si 
trovò di fronte ad uno degli enigmi siciliani; in questa isola 
segreta, dove le case sono sbarrate e i contadini dicono di igno- 
rare la via per andare al paese nel quale vivono e che si vede 
li sul colle a cinque minuti di strada, in quest'isola, malgrado 
il suo ostentato lusso di mistero, la riservatezza è un mito. 


a Accennò a Russo di sedere, lo guardò fisso negli occhi: 
«Pietro, parliamoci da uomo a uomo. Tu pure sei immischiato 
È | in queste faccende? ». Immischiato non era, rispondeva, era 
padre di famiglia e questi rischi son roba da giovinotti come 

il signorino Tancredi. « S'immagini se nasconderei qualcosa a 
i 


Vostra Eccellenza, che è come mio padre ». (Intanto, tre mesi 
È fa, aveva nascosto nel suo magazzino trecento ceste di limoni 

del principe, e sapeva che il Principe lo sapeva). « Ma debbo 
: dire che il mio cuore è con loro, con i ragazzi arditi ». Si alzò 
à per lasciare entrare Bendicò che faceva tremare la porta sotto 
i il proprio impeto amichevole. Si risedé. « Vostra Eccellenza 
lo sa; non se ne può più: perquisizioni, interrogatori, scartof- 
fie per ogni cosa, uno sbirro a ogni cantone di casa; un galan- 
4 tuomo non é libero di badare ai fatti propri. Dopo, invece, 
avremo la libertà, la sicurezza, tasse più leggere, la facilità, il 
7 commercio. Tutti staremo meglio; i preti solo ci perderanno. 
a Il Signore protegge i poveretti come me, non loro ». Il Prin- 
IS cipe sorrise: sapeva che era proprio lui, Russo, che attraverso 
interposta persona desiderava comprare Argivocale. « Ci saran- 
no giorni di sparatorie e di trambusti, ma Villa Salina sarà 
sicura come una rocca; Vostra Eccellenza è il nostro padre, 
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ed io ho tanti amici qui. 1 Piemontesi entreranno solo col 
cappello in mano per riverire le Eccellenze Vostre. E poi, lo 
zio e tutore di don Tancredi! ». Il Principe si sentiva umiliato: 
adesso si vedeva disceso al rango di protetto degli amici di Rus- 
so; il suo solo merito, a quanto sembrava, era quello di essere 
zio di quel moccioso di Tancredi. « Fra una settimana andra 
a finire che avrò la vita salva perché tengo in casa Bendicò ». 
Stropicciava un orecchio del cane fra le dita con tanta forza 
che la povera bestia guaiva, onorata, senza dubbio, ma sof- 
ferente. 

Poco dopo, alcune parole di Russo diedero sollievo al Prin- 
cipe. « Tutto sara meglio, mi creda, Eccellenza. Gli uomini 
onesti e abili potranno farsi avanti. I] resto sara come prima ». 


Questa gente, questi liberalucoli di campagna volevano soltan- 


to avere il modo di approfittare piú facilmente. Punto e basta. 
Le rondini avrebbero preso il volo piú presto, ecco tutto. Del 
resto, ce n'erano ancora tante nel nido. 

« Forse hai ragione tu. Chi lo sa? ». Adesso aveva penetra- 
to tutti i riposti sensi: le parole enigmatiche di Tancredi, quel- 
le retoriche di Ferrara, quelle false ma rivelatrici di Russo, 
avevano ceduto il loro rassicurante segreto. Molte cose sareb- 
bero avvenute, ma tutto sarebbe stato una commedia; una ru- 
morosa, romantica commedia, con qualche macchiolina di san- 
gue sulla veste buffonesca. Questo era il paese degli accomo- 
damenti, non c’era la furia francese; anche in Francia d’altron- 
de, se si eccettua il giugno del quarantotto, quando mai era 
successo qualcosa di serio? Aveva voglia di dire a Russo, ma 
la innata cortesia lo trattenne: « Ho capito benissimo: voi non 
volete distruggere noi, i vostri ‘padri’. Volete soltanto pren- 
dere il nostro posto. Con dolcezza, con buone maniere, met- 
tendoci magari in tasca qualche migliaio di ducati. E cosi? 
Tuo nipote, caro Russo, credera sinceramente di essere baro- 
ne; e tu diventerai, che so io, il discendente di un granduca di 
Moscovia, mercé il tuo nome, anziché il figlio di un cafone di 
pelo rosso, come proprio quel nome rivela. E tua figlia, già 
prima, avrà sposato uno di noi, magari anche questo stesso 
Tancredi, con i suoi occhi azzurri e le sue mani dinoccolate. 
Del resto, è bella, e una volta che avrà imparato a lavarsi... ». 
« Perché tutto resti com’è ». « Come è, in fondo: soltanto una 
inavvertibile sostituzione di ceti. Le mie chiavi dorate di genti- 
luomo di camera, il cordone ciliegia di S. Gennaro dovranno 
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restare nel cassetto, e dopo finiranno in una vetrina del figlio È 
di Paolo; ma i Salina rimarranno i Salina; e magari qualche 
compenso lo avranno: il Senato di Sardegna, il nastro pistac- 
chio di S. Maurizio. Ciondoli questi, ciondoli quelli ». 

Si alzò: « Pietro, parla con i tuoi amici. Qui ci sono tan- 
te ragazze. Bisogna che non si spaventino ». « Ero sicuro, Ec- 
cellenza; ho di già parlato: Villa Salina sarà tranquilla come 
una badia ». E sorrise, bonariamente ironico. 

Don Fabrizio uscì seguito da Bendicò; voleva salire a tro- 
vare Padre Pirrone ma lo sguardo supplichevole del cane lo 
costrinse invece ad andare in giardino; Bendicò infatti conser- 
vava esaltati ricordi del- bel lavoro della sera prima, e voleva . 
compirlo a buona regola d’arte. Il giardino era ancor più odoro- 
so di ieri; e sotto il sole mattutino l’oro della gaggìa stonava 
meno. « Ma i Sovrani, i Sovrani nostri? E la legittimità dove va 
a finire? » Il pensiero lo turbò un momento, non si poteva elu- 
dere. Per un attimo fu come Màlvica. Questi Ferdinandi, que- 
sti Franceschi tanto disprezzati, gli apparvero come dei fra- 
telli maggiori, fiduciosi, affettuosi, giusti, dei veri re. Ma le 
forze di difesa della calma interiore, tanto vigili nel Principe, 
accorrevano già in aiuto, con la moschetteria del giure, con 
l’artiglieria della Storia. « E la Francia? Non è forse illegitti- 
mo Napoleone III? E non vivono forse felici i Francesi sotto 
questo Imperatore illuminato che li condurrà certo ai più alti 
destini? Del resto, intendiamoci bene. Carlo III, lui, era forse 
perfettamente a posto? Anche la battaglia di Bitonto fu una 
specie di quella battaglia di Bisacquino o di Corleone o di che 
so io nella quale i Piemontesi prenderanno a scoppole i nostri; 
una di quelle battaglie affinché tutto rimanga come è. Del re- 
sto, neppure Giove era il legittimo re dell’Olimpo ». 

Era ovvio che il colpo di Stato di Giove contro Saturno do- 
vesse richiamare le stelle alla sua memoria. 


Lasciò Bendicò affannato dal proprio dinamismo, risalì la ' 
scala, traversò i saloni nei quali le figlie parlavano delle ami- 
che del Salvatore (al suo passaggio la seta delle sottane fru- 
sciò mentre le ragazze si alzavano), salì una lunga scaletta e 
sboccò nella grande luce azzurra dell’Osservatorio. Padre Pir- 
rone, con l’aspetto sereno del sacerdote che ha detto la messa e 
preso il caffè forte con i biscotti di Monreale, sedeva ingol- 
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fato nelle sue formule algebriche. I due telescopii ed i tre 
cannocchiali, accecati dal sole, stavano accucciati buoni buoni, 
col tappo nero sull’oculare, come bestie ben avvezze che sa- 
pessero come il loro pasto vien dato soltanto la sera. 

La vista del Principe sottrasse il Padre ai suoi calcoli e 
gli riportò a mente la brutta figura della sera prima. Si alzò, 
salutò ossequioso, ma non poté fare a meno di dire: « Vostra 
Eccellenza viene a confessarsi? ». Il Principe, cui il sonno e le 
conversazioni della mattinata avevano fatto dimenticare l’epi- 
sodio notturno, si stupì. « Confessarmi? Ma non è Sabato og- 
gi ». Poi ricordò e sorrise: « Veramente, Padre, non ce ne sa- 
rebbe neppur bisogno. Sapete già tutto ». Questa insistenza nel- 
l’imposta complicità irritò il Padre. « Eccellenza, l’efficacia del- 
la confessione non sta solo nel raccontare i fatti, ma nel pen- 
tirsi di quanto si sia commesso di male. E finché non lo farete 
e non lo avrete dimostrato a me, resterete in peccato mortale, 
che io conosca o no le vostre azioni ». Meticoloso soffiò via 
un peluzzo dalla propria manica e si rituffò nelle astrazioni. 

Tale era la quiete che le scoperte politiche della mattina- 
ta avevano instaurato nell’anima del Principe, che egli non fe- 
ce altro che sorridere di ciò che in altro momento gli sarebbe 
apparsa insolenza. Aprì una delle finestre della torretta. Il 


paesaggio ostentava tutte le proprie bellezze. Sotto il lievito 


del forte sole ogni cosa sembrava priva di peso: il mare, in fon- — 


do, era una macchia di puro colore, le montagne che la notte 
erano apparse temibilmente piene di agguati, sembravano am- 
massi di vapori sul punto di dissolversi, e la torva Palermo stes- 
sa si stendeva acquetata attorno ai conventi come un gregge 
al piede dei pastori. Nella rada le navi straniere all’ancora, in- 
viate in previsione di torbidi, non riuscivano ad immettere un 
senso di timore nella calma maestosa. Il sole, che tuttavia era 
ben lontano dalla massima sua foga in quella mattina del 13 
maggio, si rivelava come l’autentico sovrano della Sicilia; il 
sole violento e sfacciato, il sole narcotizzante anche, che an- 
nullava le volontà singole e manteneva ogni cosa in una immo- 
bilità servile, cullata in sogni violenti, in violenze che parte- 
cipavano dell’arbitrarietà dei sogni. 

« Ce ne vorranno di Vittori Emanueli per mutare questa 
pozione magica che ci viene versata ». 

Padre Pirrone si era alzato, aveva raggiustato la propria 
cintura, e si era diretto verso il Principe con la mano tesa: 
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« Eccellenza, sono stato troppo brusco. Conservatemi la vostra 
benevolenza, ma, date retta a me, confessatevi ». 

Il ghiaccio era rotto. Ed il Principe poté informare Padre 
Pirrone delle proprie intenzioni politiche. Il Gesuita però ri- 
mase ben lontano dal condividere il sollievo di lui. Anzi ridi- 
vento pungente: « In poche parole, voi signori vi mettete d’ac- 
cordo coi liberali, che dico coi liberali, coi massoni addirittura, 
a nostre spese, a spese della Chiesa. Perché è chiaro che i nostri 
beni, quei beni che sono il patrimonio dei poveri, saranno 
arraffati e malamente divisi fra i caporioni più sfacciati; e chi, 


Chiesa sostenta e guida? ». Il Principe taceva. « Come si farà | 
allora per placare quelle turbe disperate? Ve lo dirò subito, 
Eccellenza. Si getterà loro in pasto prima una parte, poi una 
seconda, ed alla fine l’intero delle vostre terre. E così Dio avrà. 
compiuto la Sua Giustizia, sia pure per tramite dei massoni. 
Il Signore guariva i ciechi del corpo; ma i ciechi di spirito 
dove finiranno ». 

L’infelice Padre aveva il fiato grosso: un sincero dolore 
per il previsto sperpero del patrimonio della Chiesa era unito 


timore di offendere il Principe cui voleva bene e del quale ave- 
va sperimentato le collere rumorose ma anche l’indifferente 
bontà. Sedeva quindi guardingo e sogguardava don Fabrizio 
che con uno spazzolino ripuliva i congegni di un cannocchiale 
e sembrava assorto nella meticolosa sua attività. Dopo un po’ 
si alzò, si nettò a lungo le mani con uno straccetto; il volto era 
privo di qualsiasi espressione, i suoi occhi chiari erano inten- 
ti soltanto a rintracciare qualche macchiolina di grasso rifu- 
giatasi alla radice delle unghie. Giù, intorno alla villa, il si- 
lenzio luminoso era profondo, signorile all’estremo; sottoli- 
neato più che disturbato da un lontanissimo abbaiare di Ben- 
dicò che litigava col cane del giardiniere in fondo all’agrume- 
to, e dal battere ritmico, sordo del coltellaccio di un cuoco 
che sul tagliere, laggiù in cucina, tritava della carne per il 
pranzo non lontano. Il gran sole aveva assorbito la turbolenza 
degli uomini oltre all’asprezza della terra. Il Principe poi si av- 
vicinò al tavolo del Padre, sedette e si mise a disegnare pun- 
tuti gigli borbonici con la matita ben tagliata che il Gesuita 
nella sua collera aveva abbandonato. Aveva l’aria seria, ma 
tanto serena, che in Padre Pirrone svanirono subito i crucci. 
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« Non siamo ciechi, caro Padre, siamo soltanto uomini. Vi- 
| viamo in una realtà mobile alla quale cerchiamo di adattarci 
come le alghe si piegano sotto la spinta del mare. Alla Santa 
Chiesa è stata esplicitamente promessa l’immortalità; a noi, in 
quanto classe sociale, no. Per noi un palliativo che prometta di 
durare cento anni equivale all’eternità. Potremo magari preoc- 
cuparci per i nostri figli, forse per i nipotini; ma, al di là di 
quanto possiamo sperare di accarezzare con queste mani, non 
abbiamo obblighi. Ed io non posso preoccuparmi di ciò che 
saranno i miei eventuali discendenti nell’anno 1960. La Chie- 
sa sì, se ne deve curare, perché è destinata a non morire. Nel- 
la sua disperazione è implicito il conforto. E credete voi che se 
potesse adesso o se potrà in futuro salvare se stessa con il no- 
stro sacrificio non lo farebbe? Certo che lo farebbe, e fareb- 
be bene ». 
Padre Pirrone era talmente contento di non avere offeso 


il Principe che non si offese neanche lui. Quella espressione. 


« disperazione della Chiesa » era inammissibile; ma la lunga 
abitudine del confessionale lo rese capace di apprezzare l’umo- 
re disilluso di don Fabrizio. Non bisognava però lasciar trion- 


fare l’interlocutore. « Avrete due peccati da confessarmi saba- | 


to, Eccellenza: uno della carne di ieri, uno dello spirito di og- 
gi. Ricordatevene ». 

Ambedue placati, si misero a discutere di una relazione che 
occorreva inviare presto a un osservatorio estero, quello di Ar- 
cetri, Sostenuti, guidati sembrava dai numeri, invisibili in quel- 
l’ora ma presenti, gli astri rigavano l’etere con le loro traietto- 
rie esatte. Fedeli agli appuntamenti, le comete si erano abi- 
tuate a presentarsi puntuali sino al minuto secondo dinanzi a 
chi le osservasse. Ed esse non erano messaggere di catastrofi 
come Stella credeva: la loro apparizione prevista era anzi il 
trionfo della ragione umana che si proiettava e prendeva par- 
te alla sublime normalità dei cieli. « Lasciamo che qui giù i 
Bendicò inseguano rustiche prede e che il coltellaccio del cuo- 
co trituri la carne di innocenti bestiole. All’altezza di quest’os- 
servatorio le fanfaronate dell’uno, la sanguinarietà dell’altro, 
si fondono in una tranquilla armonia. Il problema vero è di 
poter continuare a vivere questa vita dello spirito nei suoi mo- 
menti più sublimati, più simili alla morte ». 

Così ragionava il Principe, dimenticando le proprie ubbie 
di sempre, i propri capricci carnali di ieri. E per quei momen- 
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ti di astrazione egli venne, forse, più intimamente assolto, cioè 
ricollegato con l’universo, di quanto avrebbe potuto fare la be- 
nedizione di Padre Pirrone. Per mezz’ora quella mattina gli 
dei del soffitto e le bertucce del parato furono di nuovo posti 
al silenzio. Ma nel salone non se ne accorse nessuno. 
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Quando la campanella del pranzo li richiamò giù, tutti e 
due erano rasserenati, tanto dalla comprensione delle congiun- 
ture politiche come dal superamento di questa comprensione 
stessa. Un’atmosfera di inconsueta distensione si sparse nella 
villa. Il pasto di mezzogiorno era quello principale della gior- 
nata, e andò, grazie a Dio, del tutto liscio. Figurarsi che a 
Carolina, la figlia ventenne, accadde che uno dei boccoli che 
le incorniciavano il volto, sorretto a quanto pare da una mal- 
sicura forcina, scivolasse e andasse a finire sul piatto. L’inci- 
dente che, un altro giorno, avrebbe potuto essere increscioso, 

questa volta aumentò soltanto l’allegria; quando il fratello, 
x che era seduto vicino alla ragazza, prese il ricciolo e se lo ap- 
3 punto al collo, sicché pendeva li come uno scapolare, financo 
il principe acconsenti a sorridere. La partenza, la destinazione, 
gli scopi di Tancredi, erano ormai noti a tutti, e ognuno ne par- 
lava, meno Paolo che continuava a mangiare in silenzio. Nes- 
suno del resto era preoccupato, tranne il Principe che pero na- 
scondeva l’ansia non grave nelle profondità del suo cuore, e 
Concetta, che era la sola a conservare un’ombra sulla bella 
fronte. « La ragazza deve avere un sentimentuccio per quel 
E briccone. Sarebbe una bella coppia. Ma temo che Tancredi 
debba mirar piú in alto, intendo dire piú in basso ». Oggi, poi- 
ché il rasserenamento politico aveva fugato le nebbie che in ge- 
nerale la oscuravano, la fondamentale bonomia del Principe 
|» riappariva alla superficie. Per rassicurare la figlia si mise a 
spiegare Pinefficacia dei fucili dell’esercito regio; parlö della 
mancanza di rigatura delle canne di quegli enormi schioppi, e 
di quanta scarsa forza di penetrazione fossero dotati i proiet- 
tili che da esse uscivano; spiegazioni che pochi capirono e dal- 
le quali nessuno fu convinto, ma che consolarono tutti, Con- 
cetta compresa, perché erano riuscite a trasformare la guerra 
in un pulito diagramma di linee di forza da quel caos estre- 
mamente concreto e sudicio che essa in realta e. 
Alla fine del pranzo venne servita la gelatina al rhum. Que- 
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sto era il dolce preferito del Principe, e la Principessa, rico- 
noscente delle consolazioni ricevute, aveva avuto cura di ordi- 
narlo la mattina di buon’ora. Si presentava minacciosa, con 
quella sua forma di torrione appoggiato su bastioni e scarpate, 
dalle pareti lisce e scivolose impossibili da scalare; presidiata 
da una guarnigione rossa e verde di ciliegi e di pistacchi; era 
però trasparente e tremolante, ed il cucchiaio vi si affondava 
con stupefacente agio. Quando la fortezza ambrata giunse a 
Francesco Paolo, il ragazzo sedicenne ultimo servito, essa non 
consisteva più che di spalti cannoneggiati e grossi blocchi divel- 
ti. Esilarato dall’aroma del liquore e dal gusto delicato della 
milizia multicolore, il Principe se la godette davvero assistendo 
al rapido smantellamento della fosca rocca sotto l’assalto de- 
gli appetiti. Uno dei bicchieri del Principe era rimasto a me- 
tà pieno di marsala. Egli lo alzò, guardò in giro la famiglia fis- 
sandosi un attimo più a lungo sugli occhi azzurri di Concetta 
e, « alla salute del nostro Tancredi », disse. Bevve il vino in un 
solo sorso. Le cifre F. D., che prima si erano distaccate ben net- 
te sul colore dorato dal bicchiere pieno, non si videro più. 


In Amministrazione dove discese di nuovo dopo il pranzo 
la luce entrava adesso di traverso, e dai quadri dei feudi, ora in 
ombra, non ebbe a subire rimproveri. « Voscenza benedica » 
mormorarono Pastorello e Lo Nigro, i due affittuari di Ragat- 
tisi che avevano portato i carnaggi quella parte del canone che 
si pagava in natura. Se ne stavano ben ritti, con gli occhi stu- 
piti nei volti perfettamente rasati e stracotti dal sole. Diffon- 
devano odor di mandria. Il Principe parlò loro con cordialità, 
nel suo dialetto stilizzatissimo, s’informò delle loro famiglie, 
dello stato del bestiame, delle promesse del raccolto. Poi chie- 
se: « avete portato qualche cosa? ». E mentre i due rispondeva- 
no che sì, che la roba era nella stanza vicina, il Principe si ver- 
gognò un poco perché si era accorto che il colloquio era stato 
una ripetizione delle udienze di Re Ferdinando. « Aspettate 
cinque minuti e Ferrara vi darà le ricevute ». Pose loro in ma- 
no un paio di ducati ciascuno, il che era più forse del valore 
che avevano portato. « Bevete un bicchiere alla nostra salute ». 
E andò a guardare i carnaggi: vi erano per terra quattro 
caci « primosale » di dodici rotoli, dieci chili ciascuno; li 
osservò con indifferenza: detestava questo formaggio; vi era- 
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no sei agnellini, gli ultimi dell’annata con le teste pateticamen- 
te abbandonate al disopra della larga coltellata dalla quale la 
loro vita era uscita poche ore fa. Anche i loro ventri erano 
stati squartati e gli intestini iridati pendevano fuori. « Il Si- 
enore abbia l’anima sua », pensò ricordando lo sbudellato di 
un mese prima. Quattro paia di galline attaccate per le zampe 
si torcevano di paura sotto il muso inquirente di Bendicò. 
« Anche questo un esempio di inutile timore », pensava; « il 
cane non rappresenta per loro nessun pericolo; neppure un os- 
so se ne mangerà, perché gli farebbe male alla pancia ». 

Lo spettacolo di sangue e di terrore, però, lo disgustò. 
« Tu, Pastorello, porta le galline al pollaio, per ora non ce n'è 
bisogno in dispensa, e un’altra volta gli agnelli portali diretta- 
mente in cucina; qui sporcano. E tu, Lo Nigro, vai a dire a 
Salvatore che venga a far pulizia ed a portar via i formaggi. E 
apri la finestra per fare uscire l’odore ». 

Poi entrò Ferrara che redasse le ricevute. 


Quando risalì, il Principe trovò Paolo, il primogenito, il 
duca di Querceta, che lo aspettava nello studio sul cui divano 
rosso soleva far la siesta. Il giovane aveva raccolto tutto il pro- 
prio coraggio e desiderava parlargli. Basso, esile, olivastro, 
sembrava più anziano di lui. « Volevo chiederti, papà, come 
dovremo comportarci con Tancredi quando lo rivedremo ». Il 
Principe capì subito e cominciò ad irritarsi. « Che intendi di- 
re? Cosa c’è di cambiato? » «Ma, papà, certamente tu non 
puoi approvare: è andato a unirsi a quei farabutti che ten- 
gono la Sicilia in subbuglio; queste sono cose che non si 
fanno ». 

La gelosia personale, il risentimento del bigotto contro il 
cugino spregiudicato, del tonto contro il ragazzo di spirito, si 
erano travestiti in argomentazione politica. Il Principe ne fu 
tanto indignato che non fece neppure sedere il figlio. « Me- 
glio far sciocchezze che star tutto il giorno a guardare la cac- 
ca dei cavalli! Tancredi mi è più caro di prima. E poi non 
sono sciocchezze. Se tu potrai farti fare i biglietti di visita con 
‘duca di Querceta’ sopra, e se quando me ne andrò erediterai 
quattro soldi, lo dovrai a Tancredi ed agli altri come lui. Vai 
via, non ti permetto più di parlarmene! Qui comando io solo ». 
Poi si rabbonì e sostituì l’ironia all’ira. « Vai, figlio mio, voglio 
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dormire. Vai a parlare di politica con Guiscardo, v'intenderete 


bene». _ 
E mentre Paolo raggelato richiudeva la porta, il Principe 


si tolse la redingote e gli stivaletti, fece gemere il divano sot- 


to il proprio peso, e si addormentö tranquillo. 


Quando si risvegliö, il suo cameriere entrö: sul vassoio re- 
cava un giornale e un biglietto. Erano stati inviati da Palermo 
da suo cognato Mälvica, ed un servo a cavallo li aveva recapi- 
tati poco prima. Ancora un po’ stordito dal suo pisolino po- 
meridiano, il Principe apri la lettera: « Caro Fabrizio, mentre 
scrivo sono in uno stato di prostrazione senza limiti. Leggi le 
terribili notizie che sono sul giornale. I Piemontesi sono sbar- 


cati. Siamo tutti perduti. Questa sera stessa io con tutta la fa- 


miglia ci rifugieremo sui legni inglesi. Certo vorrai fare lo stes- 
so; se lo credi ti farò riservare qualche posto. Il Signore salvi 
ancora il nostro amato Re. Un abbraccio. Tuo Ciccio ». 

Ripiegò il biglietto, se lo pose in tasca e si mise a ridere 
forte. Quel Màlvica! Era stato sempre un coniglio. Non aveva 
compreso niente, e adesso tremava. E lasciava il palazzo in ba- 
lia dei servi; questa volta sì che lo avrebbe ritrovato vuoto! 
« A proposito, bisogna che Paolo vada a stare a Palermo; case 
abbandonate, in questi momenti, sono case perdute. Gliene 
parlerò a cena ». 

Aprì il giornale. « Un atto di pirateria flagrante veniva 
consumato l’11 maggio mercè lo sbarco di gente armata alla 
marina di Marsala. Posteriori rapporti hanno chiarito esser la 
banda disbarcata di circa ottocento, e comandata da Garibaldi. 
Appena quei filibustieri ebbero preso terra evitarono con ogni 
cura lo scontro delle truppe reali, dirigendosi per quanto ci 
viene riferito a Castelvetrano, minacciando i pacifici cittadini 
e non risparmiando rapine e devastazioni etc... etc... ». 

Il nome di Garibaldi lo turbò un poco. Quell’avventurie- 
ro tutto capelli e barba era un mazziniano puro. Avrebbe com- 
binato dei guai. « Ma se il Galantuomo lo ha fatto venire sin 
quaggiù vuol dire che è sicuro di lui. Lo imbriglieranno ». 

Si rassicurò, si pettinò, si fece rimettere le scarpe e la re- 
dingote. Cacciò il giornale in un cassetto. Era quasi l’ora del 
Rosario, ma il salone era ancora vuoto. Sedette su un divano e, 
mentre aspettava, notò come il Vulcano del soffitto rassomi- 
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se un po’ alle isole di Garibal 
Sorrise. « Un cornuto ». 
La famiglia si andava riunendo. La seta delle gonne fa 4 
| sciava. I più giovani scherzavano ancora fra loro. Si udì da die. 
_ tro l’uscio la consueta eco della controversia fra i servi e Ber 
he died che voleva ad ogni costo prender parte. Un raggio di so- 
le carico di pulviscolo illuminava le bertucce maligne. 
- S'inginocchio. « Salve Regina, Mater Misericordiae ». 


SATIRA PRIMA 


La verita, la mia: 
altra non ne conosco. 


GOETHE, Xenie, 35. 


Piove? Ha l’ombrello. Nevica? 

Ha il cappotto. E caldo? Si fa vento: 

la luna brilla in cielo, ci voleva!, 

nel mondo, chi si gratta e chi si azzanna 
è scritto tutto li, sul Messaggero. 

La famiglia riposa, a un terzo piano 
smorza i nervi un tappeto: con prudenza 
un piede segue l’altro, adagio pensa 
adagio digerisce... 
E Inerte e la citta, 

da una finestra Villa Borghese e verde, 
l’ombra ingoia un fregio gentilizio, 
borghese simmetria di case e viali 

con signore in vestaglia. La giornata 

ha una piega costante, trucco e rughe 
dieta lattea e grissini — per telefono 

il maschietto ha diarrea, la bambina 
ama troppo suo padre: di un’attrice 

è sofistico il naso, il grigio dona 

quasi sempre alle bionde — 

meglio dire 

che al caffè si sta freschi, un cameriere 
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porge cubi di ghiaccio, nasi oscillano 
tra sudore e sottane... 


Tollerante è il sussurro, buone leggi 
ha promesso il governo, l’acqua stilla 
da fontane e tolette — ben lavato 
si sorride allo specchio, controluce 
prova giacca e cappello: uscito all'aria 
il suo moto è gentile, può sorridere 
o pensarvi già morti — 
la città 

lo disperde tra mille, vaga il traffico 
da rumore a rumore, chi si affanna 
trova vuoti i discorsi, gente a tavola 
st contempla già sazia, 

i piace ai vecchi 
consigliare qualcosa: la morale 
si intravede a distanza, nata e morta 
in un paio di esempi. 


Ha una logica tutto, l’occhio spera 
di stancarsi a guardarlo, sotto il labbro 
c'è una punta virile, sul torace 
è incartato di seta: beni immobili 
lo trattengono a terra, la famiglia 
è il suo vero alveare. 
Onesta appare 
la sua infanzia in cornice, nudo piange 
tra le braccia di nonna. L’innocenza 
ecco il vero rimorso! Sa di avere 
la medesima pelle, gli occhi chiari 
le gambette arcuate, meno fiato 
per lagnarsi degli altri. 

A quarant'anni 
ogni cibo fa male, l’aria è satura 
d’amicizie invecchiate, moda epatica 
è trritarsi ridendo: ben rasato 
la coscienza lo nutre, a giuste dosi 
gli esce il fiato di bocca. 
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TUGNI 


Scendiamo a valle EN 
e passiamo davanti 
al cimitero antico 

dove & sepolto Tugni. 
Gianni lo conobbe 

e lo ricorda bene. 

« Aveva ottant’anni, 

è vero?, tuo zio. 

E li ha vissuti 

qui, nella valle ». 
Corre la jeep 

e io guardo i cipressi 
finche non scompaiono 
dietro la verde collina. 


Sia con te 

la pace di Dio, 
Tugni. 

E che il tuo paradiso 
sia fatto di terra. 

Sia fatto di monti, 
di vigne, 

di campi di grano 

e di trifoglio. 
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stanco, 


Riposa, riposa. 


Le foglie dei castagni, 
grandi, gialle, 


imputridiscono sul sentiero. 
Sale dal fiume 
un’impenetrabile nebbia. 
Nella siepe il pettirosso 
interrompe il suo canto 


e osserva 


il nero corteo. 


Batte, 


la campana di Gaggio, 
il suo triste rintocco. 


Dove sei andato, Tugni? 


CARLO CASSOLA 


ANGELA 


PARTE PRIMA x 
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Angela era nativa di Poggibonsi, dov’era anche vissuta 
fino ai dodici anni; poi il padre, impiegato di ferrovia, era 
stato trasferito a Firenze. Qui Angela frequentò le scuole se- 
condarie e consegui il diploma di maestra; dopodiché si È 
iscrisse al magistero. Quando cominciò la guerra, aveva venti 
anni. | 
- Successe che, a causa dei richiami alle armi, si liberaro- Er 
no molti posti nelle scuole, anche in quelle secondarie, e, 5 
pur di coprirli, presidi e direttori furono forzati ad assumere = 
anche dei semplici studenti. Spinta da un’amica, Angela si 
trovö un posto all’istituto tecnico di Volterra. I genitori erano 
contrari a che lei se ne andasse di casa, e ancor piü sarebbero 
stati contrari se avessero potuto prevederne le conseguenze. 

Angela e l’amica alloggiavano insieme in una pensione 
di famiglia; ma il fatto che fossero due ragazze sole fece sì | 
che ben presto attirassero l’attenzione dei giovanotti. Special- 
mente Angela, che era alta e slanciata, coi capelli neri ricciu- SA 
ti e gli occhi azzurri. Un giovane medico, che alloggiava nel- 3 
la pensione, prese a farle una corte spietata; ma a lei non 
piaceva, perché era basso e pelato, e anche perché era poco 
riguardoso. Invece non fu insensibile alle attenzioni di un 4 
giovanotto che insegnava educazione fisica nel suo istituto. an 
Si chiamava Aldo Guerrieri, aveva solo tre o quattr’anni più | 0° 
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di lei, ed era senz’altro un bel ragazzo. Era stato ferito a una 
gamba in quei combattimenti che ci furono sulle Alpi subito 
all’inizio della guerra, e anzi, quando Angela lo conobbe, zop- 
picava ancora. Gli avevano dato una licenza di convalescenza 
di un anno, ma era da prevedere che poi gliel’avrebbero rin- 
novata e che lui, in guerra, non ci sarebbe andato più. In 
breve, si innamorarono, e di lì a pochi mesi, quando Paolo 
ebbe trovato un impiego un po’ più redditizio al distretto di 
Pisa, decisero di sposarsi. Ci fu un po’ di opposizione da par- 
te della famiglia di lei, ma come figlia unica Angela era abi- 
tuata a fare di testa sua, e anche in quella circostanza riuscì 
a spuntarla. 

Così cominciò la sua nuova vita, in una camera ammobi- 
liata a Pisa. Malgrado le difficoltà dei tempi, si amavano ed 
erano felici. Poi Angela rimase incinta. Le difficoltà aumen- 
tarono. Lei andò a partorire in casa sua a Firenze, ma appe- 
na possibile tornò a stare col marito. Ma diventò un proble- 
ma sempre più grosso riuscire a campare, col magro stipen- 
dio del marito e le poche centinaia di lire di una supplenza 
di poche ore che lei era riuscita ad avere in una scuola di 
avviamento; e, quel che è peggio, erano cominciati i bom- 
bardamenti sulle città, e si temeva che prima o poi sarebbe 
toccato anche a Pisa. 

Pisa fu bombardata il 31 agosto, quando era già caduto il 
fascismo. Angela si trovava alla stazione, dov'era andata a 
prendere i suoi; e proprio alla stazione ci fu la carneficina 
più spaventosa. Lei ne uscì miracolosamente illesa, ma non 
era proprio più il caso di stare a Pisa; e nemmeno di andare 
a Firenze; così, insieme al bimbo, sfollò a Volterra, in casa 
dei suoceri, e Paolo veniva a trovarla tutte le domeniche. 
Andarono avanti in questo modo fino al passaggio della guer- 
ra, quando il distretto fu chiuso e anche Paolo si rifugiò a 
Volterra. Stettero l’estate insieme, ma in autunno si separa- 
rono di nuovo. Paolo infatti dovette riprendere servizio e 
non c’era nemmeno da pensare che lei potesse andargli die- 
tro: a malapena i soldi dello stipendio sarebbero bastati 
a lui. Né lei poteva continuare a vivere alle spalle dei suoceri, 
anch'essi ridotti in miseria. Cosi Angela decise di mettersi 
a far la maestra: era il solo modo per provvedere al sosten- 


tamento del bimbo, di se stessa, e della creatura che portava in 
grembo. 
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Si era avviata per tempo alla stazione, perché sapeva che 
non ce l’avrebbe fatta tutta in una volta. Sul viale la gente la 
guardava. « Che antipatici » pensö Angela. Non si sentiva piü 
il braccio e dovette posare la valigia. Al momento di rimetter- 
si in cammino, il bimbo si mise a piangere perch& voleva 
esser preso in collo. 

— Ma come faccio a portare la valigia con te in collo? 
Sii ragionevole, Luigino. 

Ma era troppo pretendere la ragionevolezza da un bimbo 
di due anni e mezzo; e Angela non sapeva piü a che santo 
votarsi, quando un giovanotto le disse: 

— Gliela porto io la valigia, signora. — E aggiunse: —- 
non è bene che faccia degli sforzi, nelle sue condizioni. 

Dunque la gravidanza era già visibile. Dal profondo del- 
Vessere le salì il rancore contro Paolo. Di niente altro era 
capace che di fare all'amore come uno stordito. 

— Va a raggiungere suo marito? 

Angela lo guardò: evidentemente quel giovanotto la co- 
nosceva, anche se per lei era una faccia del tutto nuova. 

— No, vado a Metato. Ho avuto il posto lì. 

— È maestra anche lei? — disse il giovanotio. — Allo- 
ra siamo colleghi — e sembrava molto soddisfatto della cosa. 
— Io è il terzo anno che mi sbattono a Saline... Ma lei, nelle 
sue condizioni, avrebbe potuto ottenere un posto qui a 
Volterra. 

— Sono io che ho preferito una scuola di campagna -- 
rispose Angela. — Ci si arrangia meglio, per il mangiare. E, 
di questi tempi, il mangiare è tutto. 

Arrivati alla stazione, fece per riprendersi la valigia: 

— Tante grazie per avermela portata. 

— Ma le pare? Anzi, guardi, mentre fa il biglietto, glie- 
la metto sul treno; io tanto ho l'abbonamento. 

C’era la fila davanti allo sportello e quando lei salì in 
treno parecchie persone stavano in piedi. Si sentì chiamare: 
era il giovanotto, che le aveva serbato un posto accanto al 
finestrino. 

— Così prende aria... Perché è sempre un po’ caldo, non 
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le pare? — Di li a poco le disse: — A proposito: come fa da 
Saline a Metato? 
— Mah — rispose Angela. — In qualche modo faro. 


— Ma sa, non è mica facile trovare un imbarco. Magari 
fino al bivio, ma dopo... 

— Andrò a piedi — disse Angela. Si era armata di riso- 
lutezza, di fronte alle prove che l’aspettavano, e non voleva 
spaventarsi subito alle prime difficoltà. 

— Ma sono più di sei chilometri! — esclamò il giova- 
notto. — E quasi tutta salita. E nelle sue condizioni... Di quan- 
ti mesi è, scusi? 

— Di quattro. Mi basta di trovare qualcuno a cui lascia- 
re la valigia, il bimbo ci sono abituata a portarlo in collo. 

— Per la valigia ci penso io —- disse il giovanotto. — La 
do in consegna al capostazione; lo conosco — aggiunse come. 
se vantasse chissà che relazione. Dopo un po’ le chiese: — 
Scusi se sono indiscreto: non era lei che faceva scuola all’isti- 
tuto tecnico? Parlo di qualche anno fa. 

— Si, ci ho fatto scuola per un anno. Sì, ero iscritta al 
magistero — aggiunse rispondendo a un’altra domanda del 
giovanotto. — Ma non ho potuto finire. Sa, con tutte queste 
difficoltà della guerra, le preoccupazioni della famiglia... 

Anche questo doveva ascrivere al passivo del matrimo- 
nio, di non aver potuto finire gli studi. La guerra non c'entra- 
va; anzi in quegli anni era stato anche più facile prendere la 
laurea; era quasi diventato uno scherzo, con una sessione di 
esami in più, l’abolizione della tesi e i professori che largheg- 
giavano. Era stato per via del matrimonio, di quel figlio che 
era venuto subito... 

« Ma che incoscienti siamo stati a sposarci così in fretta. 
Davvero, quando si è giovani, non abbiamo la testa sulle 
spalle. Si potesse tornare indietro, non si farebbero più certi 
sbagli ». 

A Saline il giovanotto provvide a consegnare la valigia 
al capo. Angela si accinse ancora una volta a salutarlo e a rin- 
graziarlo. 

— La accompagno per un po’ — disse il giovanotto. — . 
Tanto, non ho niente da fare. Eh, qui a Saline non si sa mai 
come occupare il tempo... Giocare a carte, viene noia, e se vo- 
gliamo non è neanche decoroso, per un insegnante; tratte- 
nimenti, non ce ne sono; e anche le persone da frequentare so- 


480 


ANGELA 


‚no poche. Ecco, quella è la mia scuola — disse indicando una 

costruzione che sembrava piuttosto un casale di campagna. — 
Siamo tre maestre e due maestri. Io quest'anno faccio la 
quinta. A fare la quinta, c’è più soddisfazione. 

— Eh, sì — ammise Angela. 

— È per via di quelli che danno l’ammissione alla me- 
dia. Qui a Saline ce n’è sempre quattro o cinque, e ci si può | 
guadagnare un bel po’, con la preparazione all’esame. 

Appena usciti dal paese, la strada cominciò a salire tra 
due file di cipressini. Lui non accennò a fermarsi e Angela dal 
canto suo non gli disse nulla. Dopo un po’, dovette prendere 
in collo il bimbo, e il giovanotto le portò la borsa. Ora si 
era messo a parlare della fidanzata. Faceva anche lei la mae- 
stra, ma era appena diplomata e l’avevano sbattuta in una 
scuoletta di campagna. — Si chiama Granchi Rosita: non 
la conosce? È una brunettina... La figliola di quel calzolaio 
che sta all'angolo di Via Nuova. 

Angela cominciava ad ansimare e anche il braccio le do- 
leva. Disse di fermarsi a riposare. 

Sedettero sull’argine del campo. Il giovanotto era anche 
lui leggermente sudato, benché il sole fosse ormai basso sul- 
l’orizzonte. 

— Vede dov’é Metano? Segua la direzione del mio brac- 
cio. Ecco, quello è il bivio, e poi la strada va su per il crina- 
le... Subito di là c'è Metato. 

— Mamma mia com'è lontano. 

— Gliel’ho detto: da Saline, sono sei chilometri. 

— E quanto avremo fatto? 

— Cosa vuole che si sia fatto? Tutt’al più un chilometro. 
— Poi le disse: — Mi levi un curiosità, signora: lei è proprio 
di Firenze? 

— Io veramente sono di Poggibonsi. 

— Ah — fece il giovanotto traendo un sospiro di sollie- 
vo — mi pareva a me che non fosse fiorentina. Mi avevano 
detto che lei era di Firenze, ma a me non pareva. Non ha 
il tipo della fiorentina, ecco. 

E chissà mai cosa voleva dire con quelle parole, ma An- 
gela non si curò di domandarglielo: era troppo preoccupata 
per tutta quella strada che le rimaneva da fare. 

— Via, rimettiamoci in cammino — disse. 
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In un diecina di minuti furono al bivio. Li c’era fermo » 


un barroccio. « 

— Andate a Metato? — chiese il giovanotto. E, alla ri-- 
sposta affermativa dell’uomo: — Allora, guardate: questa è» 
la maestrina: fatela salire. | 

— Be... — fece il giovanotto; ora posso anche lasciar- «È 
la andar sola. Sa, mi dava pensiero, una donna incinta, con | 
un bambino... 

— È stato proprio gentile ad accompagnarmi. La ringra- - 
zio tanto. Arrivederla. 

— Arrivederla, signora. — Si chinò goffamente verso il 
bimbo: Ciao, piccolo. — Fatti due passi si voltò: — E se 
ha bisogno di qualcosa a Saline, non si faccia scrupolo... appro». 
fitti pure di me. Basta che chieda del maestro Tronci, mi co». 
noscono tutti. 
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Il barroccio stette un po’ prima di partire, poi lungo la 
strada si fermò ancora un paio di volte, sicché quando furono 
a Metato era buio pesto. Angela riuscì a malapena a scorgere 
un arco; ci passarono sotto, e il barroccio cominciò a sobbalza- 
re e a fare un rumore del diavolo sul lastricato sconnesso di 
un cortile. Per fortuna si fermarono subito. Angela scese, pre- 
se in collo il bimbo e chiese al barrocciaio dov'era la fattoria. 

— Aspetti, le faccio lume — disse il barrocciaio. Staccò la 
lanterna, illuminando una specie di tunnel. — Poi vada sem- 
pre avanti. 

Una volta fuori del tunnel, Angela si trovò in una stra- 
detta che aveva da una parte un muro, dall’altra una fila di 
case. Da qualche porta spalancata usciva luce; ed era l’unico 
segno di vita, perché per il resto tutto era buio e silenzio. In 
fondo alla stradetta, c'era un fabbricato con due finestre gran- 
di illuminate; Angela dovette farne il giro, per trovare l’in- 
gresso. 

Un minuto dopo era davanti al fattore. Questi se ne stava. 
seduto dietro lo scrittoio, non si era alzato quando l’avevano 
fatta entrare e nemmeno le aveva detto di sedersi. Angela co- 
minciò a parlare in piedi. Disse che era la nuova maestra, che 
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era arrivata allora e che desiderava essere accompagnata al 


suo alloggio. i 
| L’uomo non rispose nulla. Sembrava che non avesse capi- 
to. Angela si mise seduta e rifece il discorso. 

— Debbono avervi avvertito del mio arrivo. Alla direzio- 
ne didattica mi hanno assicurato di avere scritto. 

— lo non ne so niente. 

-— Ma la lettera della direzione didattica deve esservi ar- 
rivata. Se guardate tra la posta, la troverete certamente. O 
forse l’avrà il signor conte. — Dopo ogni frase faceva una 
pausa, sperando che quello si decidesse ad aprir bocca. — E 
comunque, eccomi qua. Vuole usarmi la cortesia di accompa- 
gnarmi al mio alloggio? 

— Ma di quale alloggio sta parlando? 

Angela non credeva ai propri orecchi: « Ma dove sono 
capitata? Fra gli Zulù? » — Sto parlando dell’alloggio della 
maestra. La maestra che c’era l’anno scorso, dove alloggiava? 

So che la fattoria aveva provveduto ad alloggiarla. 

— Mali ora... ci abbiamo messo il foraggio. 

Angela cominciò ad arrabbiarsi: 

— Ma insomma, dove vuole che vada? Non lo vede che 
ho un bambino? Mi fa il favore di trovarmi un buco qualsiasi 
dove andare a dormire? 

— Il signor conte non mi ha dato nessuna disposizione. 

— Ma questo passa veramente tutti i limiti! Mi ascolti 
bene: lei deve trovarmi una stanza, subito: o appena torna il 
conte glielo dico io come mi ha trattata. 

L’uomo per la verità non parve scosso dalla minaccia; 


tuttavia si alzò dicendo: — Aspetti un momento. — Angela lo 
sentì nell’altra stanza che confabulava con qualcuno; dopo 
qualche minuto tornò e: — Venga con me — le disse. 


Uscirono all’aperto. Il fattore si mise a camminare rasen- 
te il muro. Svoltato l’angolo si fermò davanti a una porticina: 
— Stia un momento qui — disse, ed entrò. Nell’interno si 
fece un po’ di luce: — Venga pure — disse la voce dell’uomo. 

Angela si trovò in una stanza quadrata col soffitto a tra- 
vatura e l’impiantito a mattoni. In un angolo c’era un ac- 
quaio di graniglia. Tutto il mobilio era rappresentato da una 
branda, da tre sedie e da un tavolo, su cui era posata una lam- 
pada a carburo: il fattore era tuttora intento a girare la chia- 
vetta per regolare la fiamma. 
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Lì per lì non seppe cosa dire. Era troppo peggio di quan- : 
to avesse potuto immaginare. Si accostö alla branda, sollevö 


le coperte e scoprì il pagliericcio. — E le lenzuola? — doman. | 
dò. Il fattore si strinse nelle spalle: — Ormai gliele daremo 
domani. 


— Di bene in meglio — disse Angela. — Mi tocca dormire 
in questa topaia, e senza nemmeno le lenzuola. Domattina vo- 
glio proprio sentire cosa ne pensa il signor conte. 

— Posso andare? 

— Ma certo; se ne vada; se ne vada pure. È una questio- 
ne di umanità, oltre tutto. Arrivo quassù con una creatura in 
braccio e prima mi viene a dire che non c’è una stanza, poi 
mi conduce in questa topaia... 

— Il gabinetto è nel corridoio — disse l’uomo. Borbottò 
una buonanotte e se ne andò. 

— Domattina mi sentono — continuava a dire Angela; 
— domattina... — A un tratto si ricordò del bambino: era in 
piedi accanto al tavolo e la guardava con un’aria spaventata. 
Cercò di sorridere: — Ora Luigino ti do qualcosa da mangiare 
e poi ce ne andiamo subito a letto; devi aver sonno, povero 
piccino. 

Aprì la borsa, tirò fuori il mangiare; avrebbe voluto dar- 
gli almeno un po’ di latte, ma il fornelletto a spirito era ri- 
masto nella valigia. — Vuoi un po’ di pane e formaggio? 
Vuoi questa pera? 

Il bimbo era ammutolito. Prese il pane, il formaggio, la 
pera, ma non mangiava. 

— Mangia, Luigino: mettiti qui sul letto e mangia. — Il 
bimbo obbedì, si mise seduto sul letto, si portò il pane alla 
bocca; ma non lo ammorsava. — Non hai fame? — Per vedere 
di fargli mangiare qualcosa, si mise a mangiare lei; ma ingol- 
lava i bocconi a fatica, sentiva che proprio non le andava giù. 
— Bevi almeno un po’ di latte; è freddo, ma non importa, be- 
vilo lo stesso. Accostò la bottiglietta alle labbra del bim- 
bo, che mandò giù una sorsata. — Ancora un po’, non posso 
metterti a letto digiuno. — Ma il bimbo teneva la faccia osti- 
natamente abbassata; aprì la manina lasciando cadere il pane, 
aprì anche l’altra e la pera rotolò sull’impiantito. 

— Va bene, Luigino, ora ti metto a letto. — Gli levò il 
golfino, i calzoncini; pensò che era meglio non spogliarlo di 
più. E anche lei, si limitò a togliersi il vestito. 
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Rifece alla meglio il letto; per guanciale, ripiegd in quat- 
tro un asciugamani, che si era portato nella borsa. Aveva mes- 
so la lampada a terra; quando si fu stesa anche lei a fianco 
| del bimbo, girò la chiavetta e la fiamma impiccioli e a poco 
a poco si estinse. 

Il bimbo stava immobile; non lo sentiva nemmeno respi- 
rare. — Luigino — disse a bassa voce. — Dormi di già? — 
« Speriamo che dorma. Speriamo di poter dormire anch'io. » 
Chiuse gli occhi; ma sapeva che il sonno non sarebbe venuto 
_ tanto presto. « Cerchiamo di non pensarci. Cerchiamo di non 
pensarci » si diceva. Cercò di pensare ad altro. Cercò di ricor- 
: dare i nomi delle sue compagne di scuola. « Io ero al secondo 
banco, accanto avevo la Ferrari e davanti a me chi c’era? Dice 
che è un buon sistema mettersi a contare. O recitare una poe- 
sia. I cipressi che a Bolgheri alti e schietti — van da San Gui- 
do in duplice filar.... » 

— Mammina. 

— Caro; sei sempre sveglio? 

— Mammina. 

— Hai fame? Vuoi mangiar qualcosa? Ti è venuta qual- 
che bua? 


— Ho paura. 
Per un momento non fu capace di dir niente. — Di che 
hai paura, sciocchino? — fece abbracciandolo stretto. — Sei 


qui con la tua mammina, non c’è nulla da aver paura. Non 


c'è nulla da aver paura — ripeté: le mancò la voce e cominciò 


a singhiozzare. 


IV 


Il conte era un uomo di una quarantina d’anni, di media 
statura, snello, con gli occhi azzurri, i capelli biondo-cenere di- 
visi su una parte, i baffetti, e l’aria aristocratica; aveva però 
una voce nasale, che riusciva sgradita. 

— Il mio dipendente m’ha detto che lei si è lamentata 


della stanza. Mi rendo conto che non è molto confortevole; 


ma non ho niente di meglio. Questa è una fattoria, mica un 
albergo. Se la direzione didattica desidera che la maestra ab- 
bia un alloggio decente, non ha che da costruirlo. Io a suo 
tempo diedi il terreno tanto per la scuola che per l’abitazione 
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della maestra. Non è colpa mia se si son limitati a costruire 
solo la scuola. 

— Prima di tutto io mi sono lamentata dell’accoglienza 
— ribatté Angela. — Quello ha cominciato col dirmi che Pal- 
loggio era una faccenda che non lo riguardava. Ma lasciamo 
perdere. Nel letto non c’erano le lenzuola. Degli uomini sta- 
notte sono entrati nella mia stanza... 

— Ma no, erano i taglialegna che dormono nella stanza 
accanto. Devono per forza passare dalla sua. Ma ripeto signo- 
ra, se lei vuol reclamare, reclami pure con le autorità sco- 
lastiche; io in tutto questo non c’entro affatto. Sarà bene chia- 
rire subito questo punto. Io le passo la stanza — quella stanza; 
più un cambio di lenzuola e il carburo per la lampada. Per il 
vitto, le cedo mezzo quintale di farina e sei fiaschi d’olio al 
prezzo della tessera; al resto dovrà provvedere da sé. Ripeto, 
io non ho altri obblighi, e se lei è scontenta del trattamento 
non ha che da rivolgersi ai suoi superiori; ma la diffido in mo- 
do formale a far perdere del tempo a me, o a qualcuno dei 
miei dipendenti. 

— Reclamerò anche coi miei superiori, questo è certo; 
ma vorrei che vedesse in che condizioni è la stanza. 

Il conte rimase un momento incerto; poi disse: 

— E sia; facciamo pure questo sopraluogo; e definiamo 
una volta per sempre ogni possibile questione: perché, dopo, 
non voglio assolutamente tornarci sopra. È chiaro? 

La stanza alla luce del giorno non appariva più conforte- 
vole. Dalle travi del soffitto pendevano le ragnatele, e così dal- 
la grata della finestrella. L’intonaco era caduto in più punti, 
mettendo allo scoperto le grosse pietre porose del muro. Delle 
sedie, due erano traballanti e la terza sfondata. Ma il peggio 
era la mancanza della luce e dell’acqua. 

— Se alla direzione didattica vogliono far loro questa 
spesa, io per me non ho nulla in contrario — disse il conte. 
— Per l’acqua del resto può provvedere facilmente: la fonta- 
na è subito qui fuori. 

— E l'inconveniente che è una stanza di passo? — disse 
Angela. 

Il conte si strinse nelle spalle. 

4 Più tardi Angela andò alla bottega. Vi si vendeva di tutto: 
= | generi alimentari, tabacchi, utensili da cucina, arnesi da lavo- 
ro. Angela compro un secchio e una ciambella per il gabinetto. 
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I prezzi erano bassissimi, addirittura quelli anteguerra: forse 


. perché si trattava di roba che chissà da quanto tempo era li. 


Per le sigarette Angela temeva che la bottegaia le facesse qual- 


| che difficoltà, dato che aveva la tessera di un altro comune; 


ma quella non ci badò, disse anzi che di sigarette poteva dar- 
gliene quanti pacchetti voleva: tanto rimanevano lì. Comin- 
ciò a fare il conto su un pezzo di carta gialla; ma non ne ve- 
niva a capo. 

— Dia a me, glielo faccio io — disse Angela alla fine. 

Tra far da mangiare, rigovernare, pulire un po’, andare a 
prendere l’acqua alla fonte, la giornata passö abbastanza pre- 
sto. Il bimbo le andava sempre dietro. Parlava poco e non 
voleva giocare. Si vedeva che era DIE intimidito dall’am- 
biente nuovo. 

Prima che facesse buio, Angela tornö alla bottega per 
sentire dove poteva trovare il latte. La padrona le disse di ri- 
volgersi li accanto. 

— E permesso? — fece Angela, e non ricevendo risposta 
salì i due scalini ed entrò in una cucina buia. Una donna in 
ginocchio stava soffiando sul fuoco. La fiamma si sprigionò 
improvvisa giungendo a lambire il paiolo che pendeva da una 
catena attaccata al soffitto: e il riverbero mise in evidenza la 
miseria dell’ambiente. Il piano del tavolo appariva nero e 
untuoso, e anche sugli sgabelli e sulla panca c’era una patina 
di untume. La credenza verdognola sembrava fatta di legno 
fradicio. Solo la mezzina sull’acquaio riluceva pulita. 

— Vorrei il latte — disse Angela. 

— Quanto? — fece la donna rialzandosi. 

— Mezzo litro. 

— Ora non lo avranno ancora munto -— disse la donna. 
— Glielo mando per la bambina — e solo allora Angela si ac- 
corse di una bimbetta accoccolata in un angolo. 

— Lo sa dove sto? — fece Angela, e quasi le venne da ri- 
dere pensando all’ingenuità della domanda. Tutti certo erano 
informati del suo arrivo e di dove stava. 

« Che gente rozza però » pensava andandosene. Tutti sa- 
pevano chi era, ma nessuno la salutava. Si consolò pensando 
che i contadini sono così: sulle prime si mostrano diffidenti 
e scontrosi, ma una volta rotto il ghiaccio è facile farseli amici. 

Era rientrata da poco, quando arrivò la bimbetta col lat- 
te. Entrò senza chiedere permesso, posò la bottiglia sul tavolo 
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e fece per scappar via. Angela la fermö: — Come ti chiami? —- 
le chiese. Nessuna risposta. — Quanti anni hai? Vai sempre a 
scuola, immagino. — Quella continuava a star zitta. — Lo sai 
che io sono la nuova maestra? Be, vai, poverina, vedo che hai 
ancora troppa soggezione. 

«Come fard a scuola con queste bestioline selvatiche! ». 
Ma sperava che un po’ alla volta si sarebbe accattivata la loro 
fiducia. « Sono buona gente, i contadini di queste parti ». Lo 
aveva sperimentato durante il passaggio della guerra: quando 
su Volterra erano cominciate a piovere le granate, erano scap- 
pati, finendo in un podere vicino a Saline; credevano al più 
di doverci passare la notte, invece c’erano rimasti dieci giorni, 
perché gli americani non si decidevano mai a venire avanti. Ma 
c'erano stati tutt'altro che male. I contadini si offendevano se 


non mangiavano, e da ultimo non avevano voluto nemmeno un. 


centesimo. In dieci giorni era ingrassata quattro chili. 

— È permesso? 

— Avanti. 

— Buonasera — disse un giovane. Si diresse subito verso 
l’altra stanza, ma arrivato alla porta si fermò: Stamani for- 
se l'abbiamo svegliata. Sa, con gli scarponi si fa rumore... 


— Oh, non importa — disse Angela. 

Il giovane sorrise. Indossava un farsetto grigioverde e un 
paio di pantaloni a sboffo; gli stinchi li aveva nudi. In testa 
portava un berrettino messo di traverso, e un ciuffo biondastro 
gli scappava di sotto, ricadendo sulla fronte. 

— L'avete lontano il lavoro? 

— Oh, no — rispose il giovane. — Ci vorrà... dieci minuti. 
Fosse stato lontano, ci saremmo fatti il capanno. 

— Di dove siete? 

— Pistoiesi — rispose il giovane. — Noi pistoiesi siamo 
famosi — e si mise a ridere. Chissà cosa intendeva dire con 
quella parola. — D’inverno si viene in Maremma e l’estate la 
passiamo in montagna. A casa non ci si sta mai. Siamo dei 
vagabondi — e di nuovo rise. 

— Ma c'è la guerra, ora, dalle vostre parti — disse Angela. 

ashe C'è la guerra, sì; dice che il fronte passa proprio per il 
mio paese. Bé, ora bisogna che vada perché devo preparar da 


mangiare. — Ando nell’altra stanza e Angela lo senti che fi- 
schiettava soddisfatto. 
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Ricomparve col secchio: — Mi dia anche il suo. Vuoi ve- 
‘mire a prender l’acqua con me? — disse al bambino. E Luigi, 
che di solito era così scontroso con la gente che non conosceva, 
| gli diede la mano e andò con lui a prender l’acqua. 

| Poco dopo rientrarono anche gli altri tre boscaioli. Erano 
uomini fatti, e passando salutarono appena. 

Il bimbo non finì nemmeno di bere il latte e si addormen- 
tò. Angela lo mise a letto e, prima di rigovernare, si concesse 
un po’ di riposo. Accese una sigaretta. La prima boccata le fece 
venire un accesso di tosse. « Bisogna che mi abitui anche al 
tabacco forte ». Era stanca: le facevano male le spalle e aveva 
le braccia indolenzite. Ma di morale era molto più sollevata. 


y 


Due o tre giorni furono sufficienti perché ella si familia- 
| rizzasse con l’ambiente e si adattasse alla nuova vita. 
| Per cominciare, arrangid un po’ meglio la stanza. La mo- 
glie del fattore le presto una pentola e un tegame; alla bottega 
lei compro un catino, un tagliere, una spianatoia e un matte- 
| rello. A sua volta il giovane pistoiese le fece una rudimentale 
| piattaia, inchiodando alcune assicelle tra due tavole. Infine 
Angela ingaggiò una ragazzetta di dodici anni perché le guar- 
dasse il bimbo durante le ore di scuola; ma quella finiva col 
restare tutto il giorno a sua disposizione. 

La scuola era fuori della borgata, di fianco al muro di 
cinta della villa. Era stata costruita in uno scasso del terreno; 
non aveva intonaco. La porta e le serrande delle due finestre 
erano verniciate di verde. 

Dentro era costituita da un piccolo ingresso, da un gabi- 
netto e da un’unica aula. Questa era abbastanza accogliente: 
il pavimento era a mattonelle, le finestre erano larghe, l’in- 
tonaco era pulito. Il corredo didattico comprendeva una lava- 
gna, due carte geografiche, una dell’Italia e una dell’Africa 
Orientale, e un armadietto, che Angela pensò bene di farsi por- 
tare nella sua stanza: tanto, lì a scuola, non serviva a nulla. 
C’erano inoltre il Crocifisso e un ritratto di Vittorio Ema- 
nuele III. 


Gli scolari in tutto erano sedici, sei di prima, sei di secon- 
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da e quattro di terza: ma quelli di terza erano allo stesso pun- 
to di quelli di seconda, e questi ultimi non sapevano pressoché 
nulla. Angela da principio aveva diviso quelli di prima dagli 
altri, ma poi si rese conto che poteva formare una classe unica, 
perché bisognava ricominciare daccapo per tutti. 

In seguito poté constatare che nel villaggio erano quasi 
tutti analfabeti. Non soltanto i vecchi e gli uomini fatti, ma 
anche la maggior parte dei giovani. Li a Metato la scuola era 
stata costruita solo nell’immediato anteguerra; prima, doveva- 
no andare a Saline; e i piu, com’é naturale, non ne facevano 
di niente. 

Angela non avrebbe mai immaginato che in Toscana esi- 
stessero posti tanto primitivi. Gli uomini partivano all’alba e 
tornavano a buio. Cenavano e andavano a letto. Alle otto di 
sera tutte le luci erano spente. Mattina e sera per la stradet- 
ta stagnava un nauseante odore di cavoli: la zuppa coi cavoli 
era difatti tutto il mangiare di quella gente. 

Le donne erano sempre in faccende; non le vedevi mai 
ferme a chiacchierare, come usa nei paesi. Incontrandosi, nem- 
meno si salutavano. E tutto questo sembrava ad Angela incre- 
dibile, perché era abituata a osservare intorno a sé un modo 
di vita molto diverso. Pure, non ci si trovö male. Nessuno la 
salutava, nessuno si occupava di lei; ma era selvatichezza, non 
diffidenza o malevolenza, come aveva temuto in un primo mo- 


mento. All’occorrenza, erano tutti pronti ad aiutarla. 


Quella ragazzetta che le veniva per casa si chiamava Irma; 
era servizievole oltre ogni dire, ma non era possibile cavarle 
una parola di bocca. Angela si provö a farle domande sui 
genitori, sulle sorelle, sul passaggio della guerra, sulla maestra 
che c’era l’anno prima: Irma rispondeva a monosillabi, e cer- 
to doveva sembrarle strano che Angela facesse dei discorsi 
così oziosi. Ma col bambino parlava volentieri. Lo assecondava 
nei giochi, rispondeva con assennatezza alle sue domande; una 
volta Angela la sentì che gli raccontava una novella. Era una 
novella famosa, quella della Capra Ferrata e dell’Uccellin Bel- 
verde; solo, coi nomi cambiati, così la Capra Ferrata era detta 
Capra Margulla, e l’Uccellin Belverde l’Uccellin Marrùcolo. Le 
domandò chi gliel’avesse insegnata. La bimba non rispose. 

I pistoiesi invece erano altra gente. Nemmeno loro erano 
molto loquaci, però si vedeva che amavano stare in compagnia. 
Il giovane, che gli altri chiamavano semplicemente Meo, tanto 
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che sulle prime Angela credette fosse il nome, si chiamava 
| invece Francesco. : 
— E allora perché ti chiamano Meo? 
— Il meo è il ragazzo — spiegò Francesco. — Dove c’è 
una squadra di boscaioli, lì c'è anche il meo. Tocca a lui far da 
' cucina. Mio fratello ormai è un uomo fatto, ha moglie e fi- 
i glioli, eppure continuano a chiamarlo il meo. 
— Ho capito — disse Angela. — Il meo è il più giovane, 
| quello che deve far da mangiare. Ma perché proprio meo, lo 
chiamano? Ci deve essere una ragione. 
— La ragione è... che è lui il meo. Tocca a lui fare il meo 
—- e si mise a ridere. 
Era un ragazzo sveglio, capiva le cose a volo; e soprattut- 
to era sempre allegro. Con lei era pieno d’attenzioni. Subito 
uno dei primi giorni, le portò una pezzuola di funghi. 
— Grazie, ma sono troppi per me; e poi, sei sicuro che 
| non siano velenosi? 

Il ragazzo si risentì: 

— Vado a scuola da quando avevo otto anni, vuole che 
non conosca i funghi? 

Angela era imbarazzata con tutti quei funghi, non sapeva 
nemmeno come cucinarli; e allora glieli cucinò lui, nel tega- 
me, con un po’ di pomodoro, un po’ di salvia e uno spicchio 
d’aglio: ed erano davvero squisiti. — Ho capito, mi ci vor- 
rebbe anche a me il meo — gli disse Angela. 

Anche con gli uomini entrò presto in confidenza. Il più 
anziano (che gli altri chiamavano il nonno) era basso, tarchia- 
to, con un po’ di pancia; biascicava in continuazione una 
cicca spenta. Portava un paio di pantaloni di fustagno e una 
maglia di lana grezza; la domenica ci metteva sopra una ca- 
micia tutta rattoppata. 

Gli altri due erano alti, magri, e si somigliavano: difatti 
erano cugini. Uno era anche zio di Francesco. Ma anche il 
nonno era in qualche modo parente del ragazzo. — Siamo del. 
lo stesso paese — le spiegò una volta — sicché siamo anche 
tutti parenti. 

Angela da principio aveva pensato di stendere una coper- 
ta in modo da disimpegnare la stanza; ma poi non ne fece 
niente. Aveva paura che se ne avessero a male, e d’altra parte 
erano così riguardosi, che non le davano nessun disturbo. 
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Una sera stava leggendo una lettera di Paolo, quando ar- 
rivò Francesco. 

— Ha avuto notizie da casa? — le chiese. 

— Sì — rispose Angela. — E tu, è tanto che non hai noti- 
zie da casa? 

Francesco diede una botta al berretto buttandoselo in- 
dietro: 

— Noi pistoiesi non siamo abituati a scriverci — disse poi. 
— Che vuole... non sappiamo mica scrivere. 

— Tu non sai scrivere? 

— No. 

— E nemmeno leggere? — Angela era stupefatta: — Ma 
non ti hanno mandato a scuola? 

— Sì che mi ci hanno mandato! — e Francesco si mise 
a ridere. — Ma ci andavo un giorno sì e uno no... E poi sono 
passati tanti anni, non mi ricordo più di nulla. 

— Ma non ti dispiace di non saper leggere e scrivere? 

Francesco si grattava la testa infilando la mano sotto il 
berretto: 

— Ora magari me ne importa poco, ma dico: come farò 
quando ci avrò la fidanzata? Con lei almeno, bisogna che ci 
si scriva. 

— Tinsegnerö io a leggere e scrivere — disse Angela. — 
Faremo un po’ di lezione tutte le sere. Sei contento? 

Francesco non rispose nulla, ma poi lei lo sentì nell’altra 
stanza che fischiettava soddisfatto. E, subito quella sera stessa, 


lo mise sotto. Dovette cominciare con l’insegnargli a tenere la | 


penna in mano. 

Dava già lezione a Irma, perché si era accorta che era 
pressoché analfabeta. Quando Irma rimaneva a cena, dopo li 
metteva insieme a fare le aste. Ma non combinavano granché: 
perdevano il tempo a chiacchierare e a ridere sottovoce. Fran- 
cesco rideva di tutto: sembrava che trovasse buffa ogni cosa. 
Era davvero un pazzarello; e anche Irma, quand’era con lui, 
diventava una pazzerella. 


E Francesco era anche impertinente. Una sera, li faceva 


contare sulle dita: — Mostrami cinque. Mostrami tre. Mostra- . 
mi due. — Francesco fece le corna, puntandogliele contro. — 
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Via, non far lo sciocco — disse Angela seccata. — Scuola in- 
sieme non ve la faccio più, tanto mi fate perder tempo e basta. 
Una domenica mattina era uscita a spasso col bimbo; e le 
| venne l’idea di arrivare dove tagliavano. Prese per il viottolo 
tra la scuola e il muro di cinta della villa ed entrò nel casta- 
gneto. Ben presto del viottolo si perse ogni traccia: il suolo 
era coperto da uno strato alto e cedevole di foglie marce. Ma 
ecco, i castagni diradarono, il terreno si fece scabro, ricompar- 
| ve una traccia di viottolo. Andando ancora avanti, arrivò al 
bosco. Il viottolo vi s’imbucava di sbieco e scendeva poi a ser- 
pentina. Il cammino era malagevole, per i sassi e le buche, e 
Angela dovette prendere il bimbo in collo. Stava per tornare 
indietro, quando intese dei colpi. I boscaioli non dovevano es- 
sere lontani. Difatti di lì a poco sbucò nella tagliata. 

Un uomo stava caricando un mulo; un altro mulo aspetta- 
va a poca distanza, strappando un festone pendente di un al. 
berello. Sentendo il rumore della ramaglia pestata, l’uomo si 
voltò di scatto. La barba lunga e il carbone gli annerivano la 
faccia. Anche i suoi occhi erano neri e brillanti; Angela ebbe 
quasi paura. 

— Sa mica... dove sono i pistoiesi? 

— Qui siamo tutti pistoiesi. 

— Quelli che dormono alla fattoria. Uno lo chiamano il 
nonno — cercò di spiegarsi Angela. 

— Vada lungo la proda. 

Mentre gli passava accanto, scavalcando con circospezione 
la ramaglia che ingombrava il suolo, si sentiva addosso il suo 
sguardo. 

I quattro erano al lavoro in una rientranza del taglio. 
Francesco fu il primo a vederla; sorrise, ma non disse nulla. 

— Buongiorno — fece Angela. 

Gli uomini borbottarono un saluto di risposta; il nonno 
accennò anche a levarsi il cappello. 

Angela sedette a una certa distanza, prendendosi il bimbo 
sulle ginocchia. La incuriosiva vederli lavorare. Erano inten- 
ti ciascuno a un lavoro diverso: lo zio di Francesco tagliava, 
il nonno accatastava la legna, Arduino faceva fascine con la 
ramaglia sparsa per il pendìo; Francesco, seduto accanto a un 
mucchietto di ciocchi di scopa, li ripuliva col pennato, buttan- 
doli quindi in una buca. 

Ma a un tratto Angela si sentì a disagio. Che stava lì a 
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fare? Il mulattiere l’aveva guardata con diffidenza e forse: 
anche quei quattro uomini erano seccati che lei stesse a guar- - 
darli lavorare. Si alzö e li saluto in fretta. 

Nella stradetta del villaggio c’era un capannello: fatto in- - 
solito, perché gli uomini andavano a lavorare anche la matti- - 
na della domenica. Un giovane si staccò dagli altri e le venne . 
incontro dicendole: — Avrei bisogno di parlare con lei. — 
E subito dopo si presentò come il segretario della camera del | 
lavoro di Pomarance. 

— Mi dica. 

— Sono venuto a tenere una riunione sindacale; avrei bi- 
sogno che lei mi concedesse l’uso della scuola, perché non c’è 
nessun altro locale... i 

Angela era servizievole per natura; perciò si affrettò ad 
acconsentire. Ma subito dopo aggiunse: — Basta che non spor- 
cate; perché poi mi tocca pulire a me. 

— Oh, per questo, può star tranquilla — rispose il giova- 
ne. Passò alla sua sinistra e si incamminò con lei. — È il primo 
anno che la mandano qui? 

— Sì — rispose Angela. 

— Vedrà d’inverno che allegria. Un uomo, almeno, ha lo 
svago della caccia... Ma una donna! — e ridacchiò. 

— Ecco la chiave — disse Angela prendendola sul tavolo. 
— Mi raccomando di farmela riavere appena avrete finito. 

Ma il giovane non accennava ad andarsene. Si guardava 
intorno, con aria scandalizzata: 

— E lei abita in questo buco? — disse alla fine. 

—. Già — rispose Angela freddamente. 

— E il conte ha avuto la spudoratezza di... 

— Si vede che non aveva niente di meglio. 

— Ma è una vergogna! — esplose il giovane. — Quello 
ha una villa che non finisce più; e alla maestra, assegna un | 
alloggio di questo genere! Ma cosa crede, di essere ancora nel | 
Medioevo? Non se ne è accorto, no, che i tempi sono cambia- 
ti? — E, sempre parlando scelto e fingendo una grande indi- 
gnazione, disse che se ne sarebbe occupato lui: ne avrebbe 
parlato al sindaco, e il sindaco sarebbe intervenuto e... | 

— Mi dice di che s’impiceia lei? — lo interuppe Angela. 
— Lo so da me cosa devo fare e non ho bisogno di avvocati. | 

Il giovane perse di colpo la sua sicurezza: 
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— Io non m’impiccio, io volevo solo... — balbettó. — Ma 
se la prende in questo modo... 

— E come dovrei prenderla? Guarda un po’ se uno de- 
ve ficcare il naso nelle case degli altri. 

Due o tre giorni dopo il fattore le venne a dire che il 
conte aveva bisogno di vederla. 

— Sono tornato stamani da Firenze — cominciò il conte 
senza guardarla — e il mio dipendente mi ha informato di 
un fatto avvenuto domenica. Lei ha concesso l’uso della scuo- 


più avvenire. Siamo intesi? 

— Cosa? — fece Angela. — Io per quanto riguarda la 
scuola ricevo ordini solo dall’autorità scolastica. 

Il conte era diventato pallido: 

— Ah... così — disse alla fine. — E va bene, vuol dire 
che informerò l’autorità scolastica. 
— Faccia pure. 
— Guardi, signora, che un simile atteggiamento da par- 


te sua... — Si impappinò e non fu più capace di andare avanti. 
— C'è altro? — disse Angela alzandosi. — Oh, ma già 
che ci siamo ho io qualcosa da dirle — e si rimise seduta. — 


Prima di tutto, non si sogni più di mandarmi a chiamare per- 
ché io non sono la sua serva: se mi vuole, sa dove trovarmi. 
E non si sogni più di rivolgermi la parola su quel tono... Lei 
sarà anche un conte: ma per conto mio non conosce l’edu- 
cazione. 

Il conte era completamente confuso. Per un momento, si 
prese la testa fra le mani, quasi stesse per sentirsi male. 

— Mi scusi, signora, ma c’è stato un equivoco... lei mi 
ha frainteso — e intanto si lisciava furiosamente i capelli. — 
To l’ho fatta venir qui pensando che saremmo stati più tran- 
quilli per parlare. E per la faccenda della scuola, intendevo 
solo darle un consiglio... Non è prudente da parte sua mesco- 
larsi alla politica. Qui finora le cose si sono mantenute tran- 
quille: cerchiamo che rimangano così. 

— Io di politica non me ne occupo — rispose Angela. — 
Ma non mi sembra che ci fosse nulla di male a concedere l’uso 
della scuola per una riunione. Quella gente non aveva un altro 
posto dove andare. 

Per lei il colloquio era finito. Ma il conte non la inten- 


deva così: 
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— L’accompagno — disse quasi con galanteria. 

Camminavano adagio e per di piü il conte ogni pochi I 
à passi si fermava. Era tutto infervorato nel suo discorso. Aveva 
cominciato col parlare del padre, che era morto cinque anni | 
prima, lasciando la proprietà in uno stato di grande abbando- 
no. Lui invece intendeva occuparsene sul serio, tanto è vero 
che vi s'era trasferito, e a Firenze ci andava solo una volta 
ogni tanto. 

— A proposito, signora: ho saputo che anche lei è di 
Firenze, se qualche volta vuole approfittare della mia macchi- 
na... Dunque, come le dicevo, io mi son trovato davanti a 
un compito molto difficile. E creda, non ho risparmiato né | 
l energie, né denari per migliorare non soltanto lo stato della 
7 mia proprietà, ma anche le condizioni dei miei dipendenti... 
. Le due cose del resto sono legate. La guerra, poi, è stata una 

rovina; lo sa che i tedeschi mi hanno portato via quindici 
capi di bestiame? E gli americani, entravano coi carri armati 
nei campi di grano: è andato in malora il venti per cento del 
raccolto. Un altro si sarebbe scoraggiato, avrebbe piantato 
tutto li. Io invece sono rimasto, e più che nel mio interesse, 
| l’ho fatto nell’interesse dei miei dipendenti... Perciò ho il 
È diritto, diciamo meglio: ho il dovere, di preservare Metato 
De dalle cattive influenze. La mia paura e questa: che quei me- 
statori che vengono di fuori mettano in testa alla gente chis- 
e sa quali idee... Ma lo sa — fece assumendo un tono ancora 
È più confidenziale — che in alcune zone i contadini si rifiu- 
, tano di far le semine? È una prospettiva paurosa. 
7 — Mi pare impossibile che i contadini non vogliano far 
le semine — disse Angela. — È anche nel loro interesse, mi 
pare. 

— Certo che è nel loro interesse; ma c’è chi li mette su. 
Il piano dei comunisti è appunto questo: metterci tutti alla 
fame per ridurre il popolo alla disperazione. Già nei giorni 
del passaggio della guerra volevano distrugger tutto, diedero 
l’ordine perfino di bruciare il grano che era stato portato sulle 
aie.. — Si interuppe di colpo perché stava passando una 
donna curva sotto un fastello di legna. | 

— Io vado di qua — disse Angela. 

— Vengo anch’io — fece il conte. — Mi hanno riferito i 
discorsi che ha fatto quel propagandista. Ha detto ai conta- 
dini che per colpa mia sono costretti a vivere peggio delle 
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bestie, che in casa non hanno l’acqua, né la luce elettrica. 
| E invece, vuol sapere come stanno le cose? Due anni fa mi 
ero preso la briga di far l'impianto della luce in tutte le case: 
} avevo già preso accordi con la Larderello. Noti bene: mi sarei 
- accollato io per intero la spesa. Ebbene, non è stato possibile 
: convincerli. Hanno detto che con l’elettricità avrebbero speso 
i di più che con il carburo. Pensi un po’ che gente. Ma guardi 
qua — disse fermandosi davanti a una porta spalancata — dia 
i un’occhiata dentro, per favore. — Era entrato nell’andito, 
« come se fosse a casa sua, e invitava Angela a fare altrettanto: 
i — Sente che tanfo? Ma per forza, tengono i polli in casa. 
Un po’ più avanti, si fermò a fare un’altra osservazione 


| a proposito di un mucchietto d’immondizie: — Guardi che 

. porcheria. — Parlava a voce alta, incurante di una vecchia 

| seduta fuori della porta a filare la lana. — Creda che è fatica 

| sprecata perdere il tempo con questa gente. 

— È gente ignorante, bisogna compatirla — disse An- 

| gela. — Non sono nemmeno andati a scuola. 

| — Ma almeno ti fossero grati! E invece nulla. È inutile: 

a trattarli bene si ottiene l’effetto contrario. — La guardò; 

| parve rendersi conto di essersi sbottonato troppo: — La saluto, 
signora — disse togliendosi il cappello. E le diede la mano, 


| per la prima volta. 
| La domenica mattina, dei manifesti verdi annunciavano 
| per le quattro un comizio del segretario della camera del 
lavoro di Pomarance sul tema: « Necessità dell’organizzazio- 
‚ne sindacale tra i lavoratori della terra». Ma alle quattro 
| e mezzo, quando Angela uscì, la stradetta aveva il solito aspet- 
to dei pomeriggi di domenica. Gli uomini erano seduti fuori 
delle porte, oppure paseggiavano in su e in giù. 

Nel cortile c'erano una diecina di persone che discute- 
vano. Angela, curiosa, si avvicinò per sentire. Al centro il gio- 
vane di Pomarance stava parlando con gran foga: 

— Quando si tiene un comizio in un posto nuovo, biso- 
gna essere sicuri che riesca. Sennò, è meglio non farlo. Ci vo- 
levano un’altra riunione o due, prima... 

Un uomo con un occhio bianco lo aveva preso per il 
braccio cercando di interromperlo: 

— Ma ascolta: noi s’era parlato con tutti: erano tutti 
d’accordo... 
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— L’ho visto com’erano d’accordo. E bastata una paro- 
lina del fattore e gli & venuta una paura tale a tutti... 


— Te comincia; vedrai che dopo vengono — consigliò 


un vecchio. 

Angela proseguì fino ai castagni. Dopo un po’ sentì la vo- 
ce del giovane; le parole però non riusciva a percepirle. Tor- 
nando indietro col bimbo e con Irma, vide che era salito su 
un tavolo: e di lì parlava con voce vibrata, guardando fisso 
davanti a sé, come se recitasse un soliloquio. Gli ascoltatori 
erano dodici in tutti, e nemmeno riuniti in capannello: chi 
era proprio sotto l’oratore, chi stava qualche passo più in là; 


il vecchio che aveva dato il consiglio di cominciare si era . 


messo a sedere su uno scalino. 
— Anche nel nostro comune è sorta una camera del la- 
voro — tuonava il giovane. — Molti braccianti e mezzadri 


sì sono già organizzati, per non dire di altre categorie di la- 


voratori, come muratori, manovali e operai in genere. L’unica 
frazione nella quale non si è ancora costituita l’organizza- 
zione sindacale, è Metato. Perché, compagni? Perché questo 
ritardo? L’organizzazione sindacale è il vostro scudo, la vostra 
difesa: essa vi difende dalle prepotenze dei padroni. E dei 
fattori. 

— Bravo — disse il vecchio, e si mise a ridere. 

— I fattori sono come i padroni; essi sono gli aguzzini, 
che senza posa infieriscono sui lavoratori. I padroni e i fat- 
tori trattano i lavoratori come schiavi. — Fece un gesto am- 


pio: — Se i solchi potessero parlare, essi racconterebbero — 


quanto sudore, quanto sangue costa ai poveri lavoratori della 
terra la loro fatica quotidiana... 

Angela proseguì. Passando sotto il tunnel, scorse a un 
tratto un’ombra: era il fattore. 


VII 


Per tutto novembre il tempo si mantenne bello, e non 
faceva nemmeno freddo. Angela non aveva ancora messo a 


mano il cappotto, tutt'al più si metteva due golf uno sopra 
l’altro. 


Il maltempo arrivò tutto insieme, pioggia, vento e freddo. 
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' Una notte Angela fu svegliata da un concerto di rumori: sem- 
| brava che fuori ci fosse il finimondo. Tra una raffica e l’altra, 
| si udiva distintamente il picchiettio della pioggia sul tetto. Al- 
 l’alba la svegliarono i boscaioli. Senti la voce di Francesco: — 
Mamma mia, che tempo, — seguita da uno scalpiccìo insi- 
stente, come se non si decidessero a uscire. Ma poi si deci- 
sero, perché sentì sbattere la porta. 

Questa volta, non le riuscì più di riaddormentarsi. Si raf- 
figurava i mesi che l’attendevano: dicembre, gennaio, feb- 
braio, marzo. Niente più passeggiate, che costituivano il suo 
solo svago: sarebbe dovuta rimanere chiusa a giornate intere 
‘ in quella stanza inospitale. E come si sarebbe difesa dal 
i freddo? Non poteva accendere il fuoco, dato che non c’era 
‘ camino; si sarebbe dovuta accontentare di un braciere. Fran- 
| cesco sosteneva che un braciere avrebbe riscaldato benissimo 
| la stanza (— E allora noi come si farebbe quando ci tocca 
passare l’inverno nel capanno? —), ma lei ne dubitava. E 
sarebbe stato un guaio per lavare e per stendere. La stanza 
| per il momento non sembrava umida, ma bisognava vederla 
alla prova quando si fosse messo a piovere per giorni e giorni. 
| Freddo, noia e solitudine, ecco che cosa l’aspettava; e avreb- 
be coinciso coi mesi più fastidiosi della gravidanza. 

Quando la mattina uscì, era smesso di piovere; ma sof- 

fiava un vento freddo, che agghiacciava. Faceva freddo anche 

: dentro la scuola, e vedere fuor di finestra le cime degli alberi 

| curvate dal vento, sullo sfondo tetro del cielo, metteva la ma- 

linconia addosso. Mandò via i ragazzi mezz’ora prima e si 
affrettò a rientrare. 


—— ui 


Anche il bimbo si annoiava a star segregato lì dentro; era. 


uggioso, piagnucolava. Angela ci perse la pazienza, lo sculac- 
ciò. Il bimbo si mise in un angolo a capo chino; e quando 
| lei cercò di rabbonirlo: — Non voglio più stare con te — 
disse. — Voglio andare via. Voglio babbo — e ricominciò 
a piangere; ma questa volta non era più un capriccio, era 
un pianto accorato, faceva male sentirlo. 

Nel pomeriggio ricominciò a piovere. 

Fu una lunga, triste serata. Angela cercava di distrarsi 
lavorando a maglia; ma il pensiero delle prove che l’atten- 
devano era lì davanti a lei, non poteva scacciarlo. « Non potrò 
resisterci; dovrò andar via ». Guardava il sacco di farina che 
Francesco aveva collocato su due assi perché non assorbisse 
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l’umidità dell’impiantito. Si fosse potuta portar via quel sac- 
co, e i fiaschi d’olio, se ne sarebbe andata. Ma il sacco di fa- 
rina, e i fiaschi d’olio, erano appunto quelli che la costringe- 
vano a star lì. Lì per lo meno poteva nutrire il bambino, se 
stessa e la creatura che portava in grembo; mentre a Pisa 
avrebbe dovuto contentarsi delle razioni della tessera. « Man- 
giare, sopravvivere: questo è l’importante. Il freddo, Pumidi- 
tà, ce l’avrei anche a Pisa. E dover vivere in una camera d’af- 
fitto, sarebbe anche più umiliante che stare in questo buco. » 

Cercava di spingersi col pensiero lontano nel futuro, in 
un futuro che si poteva sperare sarebbe stato meno cattivo. 
«Quando avrò avuto il bambino... Quando avrò finito di al- 
lattarlo... Quando avremo un po’ più di soldi, quando sara 
finita la penuria della roba da mangiare... » Ma Angela tro- 
vava insulso pensare al futuro, così come trovava insulso 
crogiolarsi nei ricordi. Le gioie immaginate nel futuro non 
scaldavano l’animo più di quanto lo scaldasse il ricordo delle 
gioie passate. Solo il presente contava. 

Col sopravvenire del maltempo, e l’accorciarsi delle gior- 
nate, la compagnia dei boscaioli le fu sempre di maggiore 
aiuto. Ora, la sera, c'era una vera e propria veglia, che si pro- 
lungava per un’ora o due. Magari stavano tutti zitti, ma non 
importa, le bastava per non sentirsi sola. 

Lo zio di Francesco e Arduino avevano una figura im- 
ponente. Il lavoro non li aveva incurvati, al contrario: erano 
alti, diritti, vigorosi. Non facevano mai discorsi frivoli e par- 
lavano con un accento stretto, senza inflessioni dialettali. 
Ed era chiaro che non si sentivano inferiori a lei, che pure 
era una maestra; né a nessun altro. Angela una domenica mat- 
tina li aveva visti discorrere col conte: era evidente, dall’at- 
teggiamento della persona, dai gesti, che ci parlavano da pari 
a pari. Lui era il venditore, loro i compratori, non c’era nes- 
sun rapporto di dipendenza perciò. 

Una sera ella provò quest’impressione in modo partico- 
larmente netto. Francesco, chino sul suo quadernuccio, riem- 
piva laboriosamente la pagina di a, e, i, 0, u: lei gli stava 
seduta alle spalle, lavorava a maglia e ogni tanto si allungava 
per guardare cosa stava facendo. Il nonno, inforcati gli oc- 
chiali, si rassettava un paio di calzini grossi di lana; lo zio 
di Francesco leggeva un vecchio giornale e si vedeva, dal mo- 
do come muoveva le labbra, che compitava ogni parola. Ar- 
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duino, seduto in un angolo (si metteva sempre in quell’an- 
golo), non faceva nulla. La sua fisionomia non esprimeva né 
noia, né imbarazzo; egli era sempre perfettamente a suo agio. 
Si guardo le mani (le loro mani erano sempre piene di graffi 
e di ammaccature), poi un taglio nella manica della camicia. 
Quindi tornö a chiudersi nei propri pensieri, e Angela poteva 
agevolmente immaginarsi quali fossero: la famiglia, la casa, 
il lavoro, il guadagno. Non lo aveva mai sentito parlar d’altro. 
Era un uomo serio, non diceva mai una parola superflua. 

I loro sguardi s’incontrarono. Poi Arduino prese ad arro- 
tolarsi una sigaretta; la leccò e la mise in bocca. Cavò fuori 
dal taschino del panciotto i fiammiferi, ne fregò uno sull’im- 
piantito e l’avvicinò alla punta della sigaretta. Era misurato 
nei gesti, come nelle parole. 


Quella sera aveva la barba fatta, ma le guance erano ugual- - 


mente scure; sembrava poi che la barba gli continuasse sugli 
zigomi, fin sotto gli occhi, ma erano i corpuscoli di carbone che 
avevano preso stabile dimora sotto la sua pelle e la punteg- 
giavano di turchiniccio. 

Così la compagnia dei boscaioli, la sera, le risollevava il 
morale; mentre le mattinate a scuola passavano abbastanza 
presto. Era il pomeriggio che si sentiva di cattivo umore; o 
quando si svegliava la notte e non le riusciva di riaddor- 
mentarsi. 

La giornata finiva perciò con l’essere un’attesa della sera. 
La sera il fuoco del braciere, il buon odore degli abiti dei bo- 
scaioli, le loro figure ormai familiari, l’aria densa della stanza, 
tutto questo la rendeva contenta. Si diceva: «E anche oggi è 
passato », e si sentiva soddisfatta di aver superato la prova di 
un altro giorno. 

Intanto si avvicinavano le vacanze. Paolo le aveva scritto 
di andarle a passare a Volterra; lui avrebbe potuto prendersi 
qualche giorno di libertà, e così, sarebbero potuti stare un po” 
insieme. Angela gli rispose che non ci pensava nemmeno a 
muoversi, in quelle condizioni; venisse lui a trovarla, da mat- 
tina a sera, perché di farlo pernottare non c’era modo. 

Le vacanze non la rallegravano; al contrario. Stare senza 
andare a scuola voleva dire che le mattine sarebbero state ugua- 
li ai pomeriggi... Almeno avesse avuto qualche libro da leg- 
gere; ma nulla. E il tempo, per giunta, s'era messo decisamente 
al brutto: pioveva tutti i giorni; nella stradetta la mota era 
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alta un palmo; e d’altra parte a stare tutto il giorno chiusa è 
nella stanza il freddo ti s’insinuava nelle ossa e non c’era p 
verso di levarselo di dosso. Lei si era ridotta che teneva il ca 
potto anche in casa. VR] 
Anche i boscaioli erano di cattivo umore; con quel tem- 
paccio, potevano lavorare poco e male. La sera arrivavano b 
gnati, anche se non era piovuto; perché la boscaglia era ormai i 
fradicia. Il nonno si lamentava dei dolori, e lo zio di Francesco 1 
tossiva in continuazione. Perfino Francesco sembrava che aves-- 
se perso l’allegria. 
Una mattina si era appena alzata che sentì rumore nella i 
stanza accanto. Bussò. 
— Chi è? — rispose la voce di Arduino. 
— Posso entrare? 
Arduino era raggomitolato sul pagliericcio, solo i capelli i 
sporgevano dalla coperta sudicia e bucherellata. 


— Cos’avete? | 
— I brividi — rispose l’uomo. — Le dispiacerebbe metter- + 
mi sopra delle altre coperte? — Parlava con difficoltà perché * 


aveva il tremito addosso e batteva i denti. 

Angela gli sentì la fronte. Doveva avere la febbre alta. 
Andò a prendere il termometro; l’uomo tirò fuori una mano. 
— Guardate di tenerlo bene — si raccomandò Angela. 

Fece colazione e si preparò per andare a scuola. Quindi | 
tornò da Arduino; lo trovò che sonnecchiava. Lo scosse e si 
fece dare il termometro: segnava quasi 40. i 

— Qui ci vuole il medico. — Mando Irma a chiamare. 
Francesco e lo spedì a Pomarance. 

Francesco tornò dopo mezzogiorno, in macchina col dot- | 
tore. (Questi era un uomo piuttosto grasso, coi capelli grigiastri 
e la faccia butterata. Con tono brusco disse ai presenti di le- — 
varsi di torno. — No no, lei rimanga — fece rivolto ad Angela. | 
— Tu, mettiti a sedere sul letto — intimò al malato. 

Arduino si tirò su a fatica. Il dottore lo ascoltò e poi disse: | 
— Come mai tremi? Hai paura? Va che per questa volta te 
la cavi. — Andò al tavolo, vergò rapidamente una ricetta e la 
porse ad Angela: 

— Stia bene a sentire: queste sono tre ni gli vane 


no fatte una ogni dodici ore. Qui in paese c'è una donna che | 
fa le iniezioni... | 


— Posso fargliele anch’io — disse Angela. 
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— Ah, meglio, meglio; di queste donne di paese non c’è 
da fidarsi. Sono capaci di non bollire nemmeno la siringa. Ora 
stia bene attenta — parlava scandendo le parole e facendo dei 
| gesti netti: —- qui i casi sono due: o la febbre va giù, e allora 
vuol dire che è una semplice infiammazione ai bronchi; o non 
va giù, e allora... 

ì — Quando gli dovrebbe andar via la febbre? — domandò 

Angela. 

— Dopo... ventiquattr’ore, o anche meno. Lei, supponiamo, 
gli fa la prima iniezione alle cinque... — estrasse l’orolegio dal 
| taschino del panciotto: -— eh, si, prima delle cinque è difficile 
| che il ragazzo sia tornato. Bè, domani in mattinata la febbre 
dovrebbe cominciare a calare. Ma si ricordi: anche se gli va 
via la febbre, la terza iniezione deve fargliela in ogni modo. 

— Ho capito. 

Il dottore sembrò apprezzare la sua perspicacia: 

\ — Meno male che ho trovato lei — disse alzandosi. — 
i Altrimenti, con questa gente non si è mai sicuri di esser capiti. 
| Voi state tranquilli — disse ai boscaioli che ascoltavano con 
aria spaventata. — Non dovrebbe essere niente di grave. A spa- 
i ventarsi, comunque, siamo sempre in tempo. Tu vieni con 
i me — disse a Francesco. — Signora, fortunatissimo —; e dan- 
dole la mano si inchino leggermente. 

| Angela spiegö ai boscaioli cid che aveva diagnosticato il 
i dottore; ma quelli non sembravano per nulla tranquillizzati. 
Tutto il pomeriggio, non si mossero un momento dalla stanza. 
i Seduti sul pagliericcio accanto al malato, non gli levavano gli 
occhi di dosso e non scambiavano una parola. Non avevano 
i memmeno mangiato. 

Francesco arrivò alle quattro e mezzo, trafelato. Angela 
aveva già provveduto a far bollire la siringa. 

— Faccio da me; andate di là — disse agli uomini. La 
loro presenza li imbarazzava. 

Scosse Arduino e lo fece voltare bocconi. L'uomo aveva 
indosso un paio di mutande lunghe di lana; gliele tirò giù, sco- 
prendo la schiena pelosa e le natiche bianche. Era così abi- 
tuata a vedergli la pelle scura, che quelle natiche bianche la 
sorpresero. L’uomo non diede nemmeno segno di essersi ac- 
corto dell’iniezione; Angela lo ricoprì e lo fece rimettere 
supino. 

Passò un’ultima volta a visitare il malato prima di andare 
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3 
a letto; era sempre in quello stato di prostrazione. Raccoman- | 


dò agli uomini di coricarsi anche loro e di star tranquilli. Lei 
fece tutto un sonno finché non squillò la suoneria della sveglia. 

Infilò il cappotto sulla camicia da notte, accese il fornel- 
letto a spirito e ci mise a bollire la siringa. Intanto che aspet- 
tava, fumò una mezza sigaretta. Quando andò di là, dormi- 
vano tutti. Toccò il malato; le sembrò che non scottasse più; 
e aveva il respiro regolare. Poiché era coricato su un fianco, 
non ebbe nemmeno bisogno di svegliarlo. 

Arduino sfebbrò completamente nella mattinata, come 
aveva previsto il dottore; e gli altri, nel pomeriggio, torna- 
rono al bosco. 

Alle quattro e mezzo Angela entrò nella stanza per fargli 
l’ultima iniezione. 

— Come vi sentite? 

— Un po’ debole — rispose Arduino. — Mi sembra di 
avere le ossa rotte. 

— Si sa, avete avuto una bella febbre. — Dopo l’inie- 
zione, rimase un po’ lì a fargli compagnia. — Domani aspet- 
tavo mio marito, e invece mi ha scritto che potrà venire solo 
per l’Epifania. 

— Noi ci siamo abituati a far le feste lontani da casa —- 
disse Arduino. 

— Che avete voi? Un maschio e una femmina? 

— Sì, un maschio e una femmina. La femmina ha sedici 
anni... ormai è allevata. Il maschio, invece, è ancora un ra- 
gazzo. 

— Avete mica una fotografia? 

— Si, l’ho nel portafoglio. Se non le dispiace prendermelo 
dalla giacca... 

La giacca era appesa a un chiodo; Angela sfilò il portafo- 
glio dalla tasca interna e lo porse all’uomo, che lo aprì e tirò 
fuori la fotografia. 

Era un gruppo di sei persone; un bambino, una ragazzetta, 
un vecchio e tre donne. — Qual è vostra moglie? — chiese 
Angela. L’uomo gliela indicò, ma Angela non poté farsene 
un’idea: era coperta dalle altre, e anche la faccia non si ve- 


deva bene. — Le altre due sono le mie sorelle, e il vecchio, è — 


mio padre — spiegò Arduino. E ripose con cura la fotografia 
nel portafoglio. 


Dopo avere esitato un po’, Angela gli chiese: 
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— Come si chiama vostra moglie? 


— Angiolina — rispose l’uomo. 

— Oh, guarda, come me. 

— Gia — fece l’uomo. — Naturalmente non è una signora 
come lei. 


— Ma anch'io sono una signora per modo di dire. Lo vede 
che vita mi tocca fare. 

— Che cosa fa suo marito? 

— È impiegato — rispose Angela. 

Le sembrò che l’uomo scuotesse leggermente il capo, come 
disapprovando. Forse disapprovava che un uomo mandasse 
la propria moglie lontano a lavorare. 

— Mi diceva Francesco che a volte le vostre donne ven- 
gono con voi al bosco — disse Angela. — È vero? 

— Si, ma a me... non è mai piaciuto. Le donne devono 


| — E brutto perd dover stare tanto tempo lontani — osser- 
| vò Angela. 

— Mica tanto tempo — disse l’uomo. — Quest'anno abbia- 
| mo anticipato, per via della guerra, ma in genere prima di no- 
vembre non si va via da casa. E a maggio, siamo bell’e tornati. 

— Ma è sempre una separazione lunga — insisté Angela. 

— Sa quali sono separazioni lunghe? Quelle degli emi- 
granti. Da noi ce ne son tante di donne che hanno il marito 
in America. Da giovane — disse poi — volevo andare in 
America anch’io. Ma quando ebbi l’età, il governo proibì la 
emigrazione. Si poteva tentare di nascosto, ma era un rischio. 

— E ce ne sono, tra i vostri compaesani, che hanno fatto 
fortuna? 

— Altroché! — Ma dopo un momento aggiunse: — I più, 
per la verità, sono tornati poveri come prima. Come per esem- 
pio lo zio di Francesco... Ma a me dispiace di non aver tentato. 

— Dove sareste dovuto andare? In Argentina? 

— No no, negli Stati Uniti. A New York o a Chicago, i 
miei compaesani sono tutti in quelle due città. 

— E che lavoro avreste fatto? 

— E chi lo sa? Sarei andato alla ventura, come facevano 
gli altri. Ma quando si ha voglia di fare, il lavoro là non manca 
mai. Non è mica come da noi. 

E rimase pensieroso. Pensava evidentemente alla grande 
occasione che aveva mancato nella sua vita. 
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Natale Angela lo fece sola; non lo riconobbe nemmeno. 
La mattina dell’ultimo dell’anno il fattore le portò una botti- 
glia di spumante: un regalo del signor conte. Angela si stupì 
non poco di questa gentilezza. Pensò di farne parte ai boscaio- 
li. Allora Francesco propose una veglia per aspettare insieme 
il nuovo anno. 

— Ma se siamo abituati ad andare a letto alle sette! — 
esclamò Angela. — Come facciamo a rimanere in piedi fino a 
mezzanotte? Ci verrà un sonno da morire. 

— Si fanno le frittelle di castagne e si gioca a tombola. 
E poi non importa mica aspettare proprio mezzanotte; si sta- 
bilisce un’ora, per esempio le dieci, e si finge che sia mezza- 
notte. 

Decisero di far la veglia nella stanza dei boscaioli, per 
non riempire di fumo quella della signora maestra. La veglia 
cominciò subito dopo che Angela ebbe messo a letto il bam- 
bino. Francesco era addetto alla cottura delle frittelle e per 
un bel po’ seguitarono a mangiarne e ci bevvero sopra del vino 
dolce. Poi cominciò la tombola. Il nonno, a ogni numero che 
estraeva, faceva il commento di rito, con gran divertimento 
di Francesco. Ogni numero significava qualcosa. 

— Oh Dio Dio — esclamò il nonno con una buffa voce 
 lamentosa. — Ho pescato il 28. A chi fa comodo il 28? 

— A me — rispose Arduino. 

— Oh poveretto — disse il nonno. — Lo sa, signora, che 
cos'è il 28? 

— Sì, quello lo so anch’io — rispose Angela sorridendo. 

Arduino si tastò la fronte e poi disse: 

— Dev’essere stato in questi ultimi tempi. Saranno corna 
di guerra. Bè, meglio per lei, se ha trovato chi la consola. 

— È così che la prendete? — lo provocò Angela. 

— E come dovrei prenderla? — La guardò con malizia: 
— Dev’essere quando una donna si chiama Angiola, che non 
ci se ne può fidare. 


— 23 — annunciò il nonno. — Ma vengono proprio tutti 
insieme! 

— A me il sedere mi fa sempre male — disse per scherzo 
Arduino — dopo le bucature che mi fece la signora... Prima 
di infilare l’ago, mi bucava almeno una ventina di volte. 

— Ah, è così che mi ringraziate? — si risentì Angela. — 
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La prossima volta che avete bisogno — Arduino pronto fece le 


| corna — trovatevi un’altra infermiera. 
— Ma come vuoi che facesse, poveretta — intervenne lo 
zio di Francesco. — Hai la pelle dura come quella di un cin- 


ghiale. Altro che ago ci vuole. Ci vorrebbe un perforatore da 
miniera. 

Finita la tombola, Angela chiese allo zio di Francesco se 
le raccontava qualcosa di quando stava in America. 

— Ditemi un po’: in che città siete stato? 

— A New York — rispose lo zio di Francesco. Lui se n’era 
infischiato del divieto di emigrazione. Aveva fatto in questo 
modo: si era imbarcato sopra un mercantile come cuoco, e una 
volta a New York era sgattaiolato a terra, e via. E a New York 
aveva fatto il cuoco. — Prima in una trattoria che era gestita 
da un lucchese, e poi in un grande ristorante americano... E 
facevo la vita del signore, glielo posso assicurare. 

— E allora perché siete venuto via? 

L’uomo sorrise: 

— Per una questione di donne — rispose poi. — M’ero 
messo con una ragazza, e i fratelli, due camorristi napoletani, 
volevano che la sposassi... Sa, c'era da prendersi una scarica di 
pallottole. E allora dovetti tagliar la corda. 

— Ma sareste potuto andare in un’altra città. 

— Certo. A Chicago, per esempio, dove avevo anche dei 
parenti. Ma il fatto è che cominciavo ad aver nostalgia della 
casa. A giro per il mondo ci si sta bene finché si è giovani. Ma 
quando se ne comincia ad avere ventisette, ventotto... — Tacque 
e rimase a fissare un punto del tavolo. 

Alle dieci in punto egli fece saltare il tappo e versò lo 


spumante. 
— Salute; felicità. Buon anno, buon anno. 
— E che porti la pace — disse il nonno. 


Angela si portò il bicchiere alle labbra. Sì, sperava pro- 
prio che sarebbe stato un anno migliore dei precedenti. « Sono 
giovane » pensò. Aveva solo ventiquattro anni, e per quanto 
dura fosse la sua vita presente, in avvenire, chissà... E aveva 
voglia di liberarsi del peso che portava in grembo, per torna- 
re ad essere una donna giovane e piacente e desiderosa d’amore. 
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Angela non avrebbe mai creduto di tornare a Metato. Ne 
era venuta via alla fine di marzo, per andare a partorire allo 
ospedale di Volterra (le nacque una bimba, a cui fu messo 
nome Francesca). Ma la vita che le toccò condurre poi in ca- 
mera ammobiliata a Pisa, la persuase che non c’era altra solu- 
zione che tornare a far la maestra in una scuola di campagna. 

- Questa volta il conte l’aveva mandata a prendere con la 
macchina alla stazione di Saline; e anche gli abitanti del 
borgo sembrarono contenti di rivederla, le donne le si fecero 
intorno complimentando la bambina. Mancavano i boscaioli; 
Angela occupò anche la loro stanza, in attesa che fosse pronta 
l’abitazione annessa alla scuola. 

L’edificio della scuola era ora il doppio dell’anno prima, 
; perché l’abitazione della maestra era grande quanto l’aula. 
i Comprendeva due stanze e un piccolo gabinetto, dove sareb- 

be stata sistemata anche una doccia. Angela all’idea che per 
è _ la prima volta avrebbe avuto una casa stentava a reprimere 
y la propria gioia. « Ma io non me ne vado più via» pensava: 
N io ci resterö sempre, a Metato! » E la gioia che provava le fece 
considerare con simpatia il geometra che dirigeva i lavori. Era 
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un giovane biondiccio, coi baffetti tagliati a spazzola e la stem- 
piatura accentuata; indossava un paio di pantaloni da caval- 
x lerizzo, con gli stivali gialli, e una giacca quadrettata di stof- 


fa spessa. i 

— Per le persiane che tinta preferisce? Marrone o verde? 

— Mah, dal momento che quelle della scuola sono verdi... 

— Tanto dobbiamo ritingerle — disse il geometra. 

— Ma verdi sono più allegre — fece Angela dopo averci 
pensato un attimo. 

Il geometra ripartì in motocicletta, con dietro l’operaio ti 
che era con lui. Angela rientrò in casa. Non si sarebbe saziata 
mai di contemplare le pareti intonacate di fresco e le matto- 
nelle sporche di calcina. Uscì poi a far due passi tra i castagni. 
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Che aria pura c’era lassù! E che buon odore mandavano le 
| foglie marcite al suolo! Sedette su un ramo coperto di borrac- 


‘cina, e rimase un pezzo senza pensare a nulla. Era questo il 


| beneficio di essere tornata a Metano, che le angustie della vi- 


ta recente se Pera come scrollate di dosso. Tutto ciò che aveva 
costituito motivo di pensieri e di preoccupazioni fino al giorno 
prima — la camera d’affitto e le ristrettezze finanziarie e i li- 
tigi con Paolo — era lontano, dimenticato. 

Ora aveva da pensare a metter su casa, ma era un pensie- 
ro piacevole. La suocera le aveva promesso un armadio, il 
conte era disposto a venderle un letto a due piazze (un letto 
antico, tutto bucherellato dai tarli, però bello, di noce, con la 


| spalliera alta traforata): si contentava di duemila lire, compre- 


isa la rete. Anzi, era disposto a darglielo per niente, solo che 
Angela avesse aiutato il fattore a tenere la contabilità della 


| azienda, nei periodi in cui lui fosse stato assente. 


Quanto alla credenza di cucina, Angela pensava di com- 


| prarla nuova. Una mattina stava facendo scuola, quando sentì 


il rumore di una motocicletta. Si affacciò alla finestra e vide 
il geometra, insieme a un operaio in tuta. 

— Senta: venga un momento, avrei bisogno di dirle una 
‘cosa. 

— Negozi di mobili a Pomarance non ce ne sono — ri- 


| spose il geometra quando Angela gli ebbe detto della credenza. 


— Ma c’è un falegname che fa anche il mobiliere. Ma non so 
se potrà contentarla. Io posso provare a parlargliene... 

— Ma bisognerebbe che ci parlassi di persona. 

— Faccia una cosa — disse a un tratto il geometra: — 
venga con me a Pomarance. 

— Già, e per tornare? 

— Per tornare, lo stesso. La porto io in motocicletta. Tan- 
to, devo tornare a riprendere l’elettricista. 

Sulla cattedra c'erano i libri che Angela si era fatta ve- 
nire da casa: perché aveva una mezza idea di rimettersi a 
studiare. Il geometra prese in mano un’antologia e si mise 
a sfogliarla. 

— Non c’è quella poesia... come si chiama? Quella che 
comincia: Vaghe stelle dell’Orsa, io non vi credevo... 

— Di Giacomo Leopardi? 

— Di Giacomo Leopardi, sì. A me piacevano molto le poe- 
sie di Giacomo Leopardi. Erano poesie... bellissime. 
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- Ora guardo se gliela trovo — disse Angela. — Ecco 
qui: Le ricordanze. 

— Le ricordanze, gia. Ora mi & tornato in mente come si 
chiamava. — Comincid a leggere, prima a bassa voce, e poi 
per conto suo. — Io li ho perduti i miei libri di scuola — dis- 
se poi. — Mi dispiace soprattutto per l’antologia. C’erano di- 
verse poesie di Giacomo Leopardi, e anche di Giosuè Carducci... 

Angela lasciò i bimbi alla fattoressa, prese qualcosa da 
mangiare, e fu pronta per partire. Si era raccomandata che 
andasse piano, e invece quello cominciò ad andar subito for- 
te. Lei però, passati i primi momenti, non ebbe più paura. 
Il vento della corsa le dava anzi un piacevole stordimento. 

Fino al bivio la strada era in discesa, poi ci fu una sa-. 
lita ripida, e poi un falsopiano. Si vedeva già Pomarance, una 
lunga fila di case con al centro il campanile. 

Andarono direttamente dal falegname. Questi era un uomo 
anziano, ma abbastanza sveglio; Angela ci s’intese abbastan- 
za agevolmente. Il geometra le prestava la sua assistenza, e 
alla fine disse: — La signora è amica mia, perciò mi racco- 
mando: fate un lavoro ammodo, che rimanga contenta. 

— Ma lei non faccia complimenti, vada pure — gli disse 
Angela. Le premeva mandarlo via prima di entrare nel di- 
scorso del pagamento. — Mi dica piuttosto a che ora si riparte 
e dove devo farmi trovare. 

— Diciamo... alle tre. Ci possiamo dare appuntamento in 
piazza, davanti al comune. 

Il geometra era appena uscito che entrò il figliolo del 
falegname. 

— Buongiorno, signora; non mi riconosce? 

— Sì sì — rispose Angela, incerta. A un tratto le tornò 
in mente: era il segretario della camera del lavoro. 

— È a Metato anche quest'anno? — insisté il giovane. 

— Sì — rispose Angela. 

— E... sempre in quella stanza? 

— Sì. Ma ora è pronta l’abitazione della maestra; sono 
venuta appunto dal suo babbo per un mobile di cucina. — 
Si rivolse al falegname: — Allora, se mi volesse fare il pre- 
ventivo... 

L'uomo si mise lì con un pezzo di carta e un mozzicone 
di lapis copiativo; fece tre o quattro operazioni, poi cancellò 
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| tutto e disse che non era facile, così su due piedi, dire la ci- 
| fra precisa. 

— Ma press’a poco. 

— Verrà... sulle quattromila. Le sembra troppo? — si 
| affrettò a soggiungere. 

— No no. Solo che... non potrò dargliele tutte insieme. 
| Bisognerebbe che si accontentasse di un tanto al mese. 

— Oh, gli puoi far credito alla signora — intervenne il 
giovanotto, e strizzò l’occhio ad Angela, che finse di non ac- 
corgersene. 

— Subito quanto è in condizione di darmi? — disse il 
falegname. — Perché io vado incontro anche a delle spese... 

Angela aprì la borsa, ne trasse il portafoglio: conteneva 
più di mille lire, ed era tutto quello che aveva. 

— Ecco — disse porgendogli il foglio da mille. 

Uscita di lì, girellò un poco per il paese. Era giorno di 
mercato, ma l’animazione per le strade era finita e stavano 
smontando le bancarelle. Angela aspettò che non ci fosse più 
nessuno in giro, poi sedette su una panchina e mangiò il pane 
col formaggio che si era portata da casa. 

L’orologio della torre suonò la mezza. C’era ancora un’ora 
e mezzo prima della partenza. 

Entrò in un caffè. La sua idea era di mettersi a sedere; 
ma erano tutti uomini; prese un caffè d’orzo al banco, e uscì. 
_ Infilò una stradetta in discesa e ben presto fu fuori del paese. 
La strada continuava sempre più precipitosa e sassosa tra un 
muro e una siepe. A un lavatoio c'erano due donne che si 
raddrizzarono per guardarla. La osservarono con curiosità, la 
seguirono un pezzo con lo sguardo, quindi si rimisero al lavoro 
senza far commenti. 

Accorgendosi che stava scendendo troppo, Angela si fer- 
mò. Attraverso un varco della siepe entrò in un campo; e si 
mise a sedere sul bordo erboso. 

Per un po’ contemplò il panorama, che era assai ampio: 
sulla sinistra si scorgeva l’altura di Volterra, e anche a così 
grande distanza erano riconoscibili le sagome della Fortezza, 
del Duomo e del Battistero; davanti c'era un grande poggio 
boscoso e al di là ricominciavano le collinette brulle e si scor- 
gevano dei paesini a cui lei non avrebbe saputo dare un nome. 

Come sempre quando si trovava all’aria libera, non pote- 
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va concentrarsi col pensiero. Si sarebbe sdraiata volentieri lì 
È: sull’erba; ma aveva paura di sporcarsi. 

Su dal paese vennero due rintocchi. Giù dal basso arrivò 
a lei un canto femminile. Chiuse gli occhi. 

Un leggero rumore la fece voltare. Due giovanotti erano 
passati attraverso il varco della siepe; e stavano lì indecisi. 
Poi andarono a sedersi qualche passo più in là. Continuavano 
a guardarla di sfuggita. Parlavano anche piano tra loro, e ogni 
tanto ridevano. 

Angela cominciò a provare imbarazzo. Alla fine si alzò e 
tornò sulla strada. A un certo punto si voltò e vide che i due 
la seguivano, tenendosi però a una certa distanza. Non le ri- 
mase che tornare in paese. 

« Che noia » pensò. C’erano ancora tre quarti d’ora. Girel- 
lò per le strade, si fermò a guardare la facciata romanica di 
una chiesetta incastrata in una fila di casucce; entrò, speran- 
do che vi fosse qualcosa di interessante da vedere. 

Era così buio, che sulle prime non distinse nulla; poi 
avanzò adagio verso l’altare. Stava osservando un piccolo pul- 
pito, a cui si accedeva per una scaletta tortile, quando udì 
una voce: 

— Che voleva? 

Era lo scaccino. Durò fatica a fargli capire che era entra- 
ta solo per vedere la chiesa. Non c’era del resto nulla di inte- 
ressante, all’infuori del pulpito. 

Tornò in piazza; si mise a sedere su una panchina. Era 
una noia dover aspettare, e inoltre stava in pensiero per la 
bimba, lasciata in custodia alla fattoressa. 

Si sentiva avvilita. Dover adattarsi a viaggiare in motoci- 
cletta, e dover per giunta aspettare i comodi di quel giovanot- 
1 to... La sua condizione, di maestrina di campagna, le apparve 
È a un tratto in tutta la sua crudezza. « Non risalirò più la chi- 
na » pensava. Era precipitata in una condizione umiliante, non 
ne sarebbe più potuta uscire. Il dottor Nicolucci attraversava 
| la piazza guardando in terra; le venne fatto di chiamarlo, ma 
| si trattenne, e anzi temette che egli alzasse gli occhi e la ve- 
desse. 
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Il pomeriggio del giorno dopo era sola nella stanza; sta- 


va facendo la sfoglia. — E permesso? — Era il dottore. 


Rimase sorpresa di vederlo, e anche umiliata di farsi tro- 
vare in quelle condizioni, con un grembiulaccio e infarinata. 
Il dottore, peraltro, era in un arnese anche peggiore: spetti- 
nato, con la barba grigiastra, il colletto della camicia ras- 
settato, una macchia d’unto sul bavero della giacca. Le sem- 
bro anche invecchiato, rispetto all’anno prima. 


— Si accomodi — gli disse. — No, su quell’altra, questa 
è sfondata. Presto andrò a stare accanto alla scuola — si af- 
frettò a soggiungere. — Qui è proprio un’indecenza — e rise, 


ma senza naturalezza. 

— Si sieda anche lei, sennò ha l’aria di volermi mandar 
via subito. 

Angela si levò il grembiule e si sedette. Senza parere, 


| cercava di accomodarsi i capelli e di assettarsi il vestito. 


— Che è venuto a fare qui a Metato? 

— Niente. Una visita. Il contadino di quel podere lì al 
bivio, che è cascato da un albero. E poi, già che c’ero, son 
venuto a farle una visitina. 

— Mi dispiace che non ho da offrirle niente... 


— Ma che le pare? — Le tese un pacchetto di sigarette: 
— Gradisce un’americana? 
— Ho paura che per me siano troppo forti — si schermì 


Angela, ma finì con l’accettare. 
Il dottore si alzò per accenderle la sigaretta, accese an- 


che la sua e si rimise seduto. Tenendo la sigaretta tra le lab- 


bra e storcendo la bocca perché il fumo non gli andasse negli 
occhi, cominciò a parlare. Disse che lì era la solita noia, e che 
lui non vedeva l’ora di andarsene in un’altra condotta. Aggiun- 
se che era meravigliato di vederla di nuovo a Metato. 


— Son dovuta tornare per forza — rispose Angela. — 
Almeno qui ci si mangia. 

— Lei è una che non si perde d’animo, vero? — Acca- 
vallò le gambe e si mise le mani in tasca: — Eh, io Pho capi- 


to subito che tipo di donna è lei. Una donna in gamba, vera- 
mente. Mi ci sarebbe voluta a me... una come lei. 
Angela non sapeva cosa rispondere; finì col dire: 
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— Be, è sempre in tempo a trovarla. 

Il dottore la guardò in un modo strano: 

— Il guaio è che sono già sposato — disse. 

Istintivamente Angela gli guardò la mano; il dottore se la 
guardò anche lui: 

— Non porto l’anello perché... sono separato. — Si era 
sposato dieci anni prima, con una dell’Alta Italia, che aveva 
conosciuto a Viareggio. E dopo un paio d’anni s’erano sepa- 
rati. 

— Oh, butti pure in terra — disse Angela vedendo che 
il dottore si guardava intorno per cercare un portacenere. 

Il dottore schiacciò in terra il mozzicone: 

— E così? Non mi domanda perché mi sono separato? 
E poi diciamo che voi donne siete curiose. Dunque, mia moglie 
era gelosa. La professione, si sa, ci mette a contatto anche con. 
donne giovani... e bisogna pure che si spoglino, quando le vi-. 
sitiamo. Bé, secondo mia moglie, io avrei dovuto visitare solo 
le vecchie — e si mise a ridere. — Ma lo sa che era capace di 
farmi delle scenate in ambulatorio? Anche la mia dignità pro- 
fessionale ne risentiva — aggiunse con sussiego. 

— Ma lei gliene dava motivo o no, di essere gelosa? 

— Bé, sa... non è che fossi proprio uno stinco di santo — 
e di nuovo rise. 

— Voi medici siete tutti uguali — disse Angela con tono 
convinto. Lei, veramente, ne aveva conosciuto uno soltanto, 
quel dottore della pensione; ma da lui, si era fatta un’idea 
della categoria. 

—- È la professione che ci rende... — cominciò il dottore. 
Non trovava la parola. — Si è costretti a mettere il naso in 
tutte le miserie della vita. E così, svaniscono le illusioni. Ci 
si rende conto che l’umanità è merda. 

— Un altro difetto insopportabile di voi medici è che 
siete sboccati — disse Angela. 

— Sboccati? No. Siamo... realistici. Non ci piace la poe- 
sia. Ci piace guardare in faccia la realtà delle cose. 

Si interruppe perché stavano arrivando Irma, il bambi- 
no e la fattoressa con la piccola in braccio. Angela ne fu con- 
tenta, un po’ perché la conversazione stava prendendo una 
piega troppo confidenziale, un po’ perché voleva approfittare 
della visita del dottore per fargli vedere la bimba, a cui era. 
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venuto uno sfogo. Il dottore la guardò e disse che dipendeva 


i dalla qualità del latte. Provasse a prenderlo di un’altra mucca. 


III 


Angela per natura era curiosa, e una delle ragioni per 


cui si annoiava a Metato era che mancava lo svago di occu- 


parsi dei fatti altrui. Dal momento che non valeva certo la pe- 
na di occuparsi delle mogli dei salariati. 

La storia del matrimonio del dottore l’aveva messa in 
curiosità, e avrebbe voluto saperne di più. Solo per discrezio- 


| ne non aveva fatto domande. Ma anche quel poco che lui ave- 
| va detto, le era bastato per formarsi un’idea della cosa. La 


colpa, senza alcun dubbio, era della moglie: se la immagi- 


| nava come una donna che si desse un sacco d’arie. Il fatto che 


fosse dell’Alta Italia le faceva credere che fosse una donna 
ricca: aveva abbandonato il dottore perché non si era adat- 
tata a vivere in un paesino, 

Il caso del dottore la interessava, e tuttavia si disse che 
doveva stare attenta a non dargli confidenza. L’anno prima era 
diverso: la gravidanza la metteva al riparo dalle attenzioni 


i maschili. Un piccolo incidente capitato alcuni giorni dopo le 


diede l’esatta sensazione di come una donna giovane e pia- 
cente, che viveva lontano dal marito, fosse un richiamo per 


| gli uomini. 


Era una domenica mattina e lei s'era recata ai castagni; 


| quando sentì echeggiare dei colpi. 


— Ma che, ci sono i boscaioli? — domandò a Irma. 

— Sono venuti ieri — rispose la ragazzetta. 

— Anche i pistoiesi? 

— Si. Ho veduto il nonno. 

— E perché non me lo hai detto? — Irma era poco più 
loquace dell’anno avanti. 

Angela ebbe subito una gran voglia di rivedere i suoi 
amici. Lasciando a Irma la custodia di Luigino e della bimba, 
s’incamminò per il viottolo. Appena entrata nel bosco, incon- 
trò tre uomini. Stavano parlando, ma s’interruppero appena 
la videro. 

Angela si rivolse a quello che sembrava il più civile dei 
tre, un giovanotto bruno, con un giubbetto di cuoio: 
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— Scusi... i pistoiesi? 


— Sono più avanti — rispose quello. — Quando arriva. 


alla tagliata, prenda a sinistra. Vuole che l’accompagni? — si 


affrettò a soggiungere. 
— Grazie... so la strada. — Giunta alla tagliata, piegò a 


sinistra. In una rientranza del bosco, c’era un capanno; dietro 


il quale Angela trovò il nonno. 


— Come va? — fece con trasporto, gli prese la mano e 
gliela strinse. — E gli altri, dove sono? Francesco, Arduino, 
lo zio di Francesco... 

— Oh, ma non ci sono mica — rispose il nonno. — Sono 
venuti anche loro in Maremma, ma in un’altra zona. 

— Oh, mi dispiace — disse Angela. Aveva provato una 
viva delusione. — Ma... stanno bene? 


— Sì sì, stanno bene. 


— E la guerra, ha fatto molti danni dalle vostre parti? — 


— Danni li ha fatti... ma poteva andar peggio. 
— Ma voi quest’anno... dormite nel capanno? 
— Almeno finché c’è da far carbone bisogna che dorma 


nel capanno. Sa, la carbonaia non si può lasciare nemmeno — 


un minuto. Bisogna esser sempre pronti... 

— Allora... arrivederci. 

— Arrivederla -— fece l’uomo. Accennò a togliersi il cap- 
pello, quindi le voltò le spalle e si rimise alle sue faccende. 
Non le aveva nemmeno domandato del bambino, né come le 


_ era andato il parto. 


Al principio del viottolo, Angela incontrò il giovane col 
giubbetto. 

Evidentemente stava aspettando lei, perché le mosse in- 
contro sorridendo: 

— Li ha trovati? — domandò. 

— Sì — rispose Angela. 

Il giovane le si mise al fianco: 

— Lei è la maestra, vero? — E, senza aspettare risposta: 
— Me lo sono immaginato che doveva essere lei. Io sono qui 
per l’acquisto di un taglio di bosco. Se combinerò l’affare, 
avremo occasione di vederci spesso. 


Angela non diceva nulla e fu lieta di sbucare finalmente _ 


all’aperto. — Buongiorno — disse, e si affrettò a raggiungere 
Irma e il bambino. 


Ma quello le andò dietro. 
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— Sono suoi tutti e due? 


— Si. 
| — Oh, che mammina giovane. Come ti chiami? — fece … 
rivolto al bambino. Luigi non rispose nulla. — E come si tro- _ 
| va qui lei? Un po’ sperduta, mi immagino. — Tirò fuori un 
| pacchetto di sigarette americane e lo porse ad Angela. - 
i — No, grazie. 


— Via, non faccia complimenti; lo so che fuma. 

— Andiamo, Irma — disse Angela. 

Tornando verso casa, le diede nell’occhio un’insegna su 
una porticina. C’era scritto: P.C.I., Sezione di Metato. Era 
scritto in nero su fondo rosso e a fianco, in giallo, c’era l’em- 
blema della falce e martello. 

Così il conte non era riuscito a preservare Metato dalle 
| cattive influenze. E questa forse era la ragione perché se ne 
| stava quasi sempre a Firenze. 
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| — Le ripeto che non posso dirle niente. Io tengo solo la 
contabilità, non mi occupo di altro. Lei bisogna che parli col 

_ fattore. So che è andato a comprare del bestiame; domani se- 
ra penso che sarà tornato. 

| — Ma è una questione che bisognava definire subito — 

| disse il giovanotto. — Io ci ho gli uomini sul lavoro, non posso 

| mica pagarli per nulla. 

| -— Mah... non so proprio cosa dirle. 

| — E una bella fregatura — concluse per conto suo il gio- 

vanotto. Si alzö, fece due passi per la stanza, poi si rimise 

seduto. . 

Era nella stessa tenuta in cui lo aveva visto la prima vol- 

ta — stivali neri, camicia aperta sul collo e giubbetto da mo- 

tociclista. I capelli neri ricciuti, le basette, e quel tono sicuro 

di sé, glielo rendevano antipatico. 


ru 


— Almeno tornasse domattina — disse dopo un po’. — 
Lei non sa mica dov’è andato? 
— No —- rispose Angela, che cominciava a spazientirsi. 


- __ Provi a domandarlo alla fattoressa. 


sl | 517 È 


= 


CARLO CASSOLA 


— Ma si, quella non sa niente. Non sa nemmeno di esse- i 
re al mondo. — E si mise a fischiettare. 

« Non vorrà mica rimanere qui tutta la sera » pensava 
Angela. Per l’appunto era in arretrato, altrimenti avrebhe 
piantato lì tutto e se ne sarebbe andata. La presenza di quel- 
l'individuo la innervosiva: era la terza volta che si confonde- 
va facendo una somma. 

— Come ci si trova nella sua casettina? È piccola ma... 
mica male. 

— Senta, io sto facendo dei conti e se lei m’interrompe 


sempre... 

Il giovanotto si mise a ridere: 

— Scusi tanto, signora maestra. — E subito dopo aggiun- 
se: — Sono proprio tanto urgenti questi conti? Potremmo far 


due chiacchiere, invece. 

Angela non rispose nulla. Cercò di concentrarsi su quel. 
la maledetta somma; finalmente ne venne a capo. Segnò la ci- 
fra in fondo alla colonna, asciugò col tampone e voltò pagina. 

— Oh! se Dio vuole ha finito — commentò il giovanotto. 

— Ho ancora tutte queste fatture da registrare. 

— Lei è fiorentina, vero? Si sente dall’accento. Io a Fi- 
renze ci sono stato da militare. Ma mi dica un po’, come fa a 
adattarsi a vivere in un posto così sperduto? 

— E lei come fa? 

— Oh, ma io vado e vengo sono sempre in giro, io. Ieri, 
per esempio, ero a Livorno, ieri l’altro a Carrara... Ho un muc- 
chio di daffare — concluse buttandosi all’indietro e infilando i 
pollici nei taschini del giubbetto. 

— Non si direbbe. 

— Perché non si direbbe? 

— Dal momento che se ne sta qui senza far niente... 

— Sto a farle compagnia. E creda che per me è un piacere 
farle compagnia... Un donnino grazioso come lei, non è tanto 
facile incontrarlo. 

Angela chiuse il registro e si alzò. Il giovanotto rimase 
seduto: 

— Come, ha già finito? 

— Ho finito, sì. E ora devo chiudere. 

— Non doveva registrare quelle fatture? — Finalmen- 


te il giovanotto si alzò, ma non accennava a volersene an- 
dare. 
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Angela infilo il golf; nel momento in cui gli passava ac- 
canto, si senti afferrare per un braccio. 

— Che le prende? 

Lo sguardo di lui era insieme imperioso e tenero; poi 
quella faccia si avvicinò, e lei fece appena a tempo a voltare 
il viso per evitare di essere baciata. Si appoggiò con tutt’e due 
> mani al petto di lui e fece forza per respingerlo. — Mi la- 
sci; mi lasci — gridò con voce soffocata. — Imbecille; villa- 
no. — Lui lasciò la presa, e Angela corse via; si ritrovò in cu- 
cina; la fattoressa la guardò con aria placida. 

— Ecco le chiavi — disse Angela posandole sul tavolo. Le 
tremavano le mani. — Pensi lei a chiudere perché c’è di là 
quel... — Non finì la frase e se ne andò. 

Era fuori di sé dalla rabbia; arrivata a casa, non cenò. 


Naturalmente non era la prima volta che un uomo l’abbrac- 


ciava di sorpresa e cercava di baciarla, le era capitato anche 
dopo sposato; ma che quel villanzone, quel buzzurro, si fosse 
permessa una simile libertà... Fosse stato il dottore, o magari 
anche il geometra, si sarebbe offesa meno. Ma che quel... Non 
trovava un termine abbastanza offensivo per definirlo, tanto 


’ era indignata. 


Certamente anche il dottore, anche il geometra erano ani- 
mati dalle stesse intenzioni. Il geometra era capitato lì tre o 
quattro volte senza nessuna ragione, e si capiva bene cosa ve- 
niva a cercare. E il dottore si era già permesso qualche con- 
fidenza e lei aveva dovuto rimetterlo a posto. Aveva rifiutato 
i suoi inviti a fare una giratina in macchina perché era chiaro 
come sarebbero andati a finire. 

Ma era pur sempre un dottore, uno della sua stessa con- 
dizione sociale... uno anzi anche più in su di lei, che in fin 
dei conti era la moglie di un impiegatuccio. Era contenta di 
vederlo, anche se poi durante tutto il tempo doveva stare in 
guardia. 


V 
Una mattina Angela era dovuta andare alla banca a fare 
dei pagamenti per la fattoria. La corriera per il ritorno c’era 
soltanto alle quattro e mezzo, così andò a mangiare al risto- 


rante. Il conto, naturalmente, lo avrebbe rimesso alla fattoria. 
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Il ristorante aveva un’unica saletta, con sei o sette tavo- 
li in tutto. E solo un paio erano occupati, da uomini grossi, 
con le facce vinose, fattori certamente, o sensali di bestie. 
Angela si mise a un tavolo in fondo. I] cameriere sembrava 
scemo, e invece della pastasciutta le portö la pasta in brodo, 
e poi la vitella al posto della bistecca. Angela aveva appena 
finito di mangiare, quando entrò il dottore. 

— Oh! cara Angela; che sorpresa vederla. 

— Dottore, quante volte le ho detto di non chiamarmi 
Angela. 

— E io quante volte le ho detto di chiamarmi Aldo. 
Posso? — Si accomodò di fronte a lei e cominciò a parlare con 
la sua solita volubilità. Aveva un vestito nuovo, un comple- 
to di flanella, ma era lo stesso trasandato. — Creda che mi 
è venuto a noia, mangiare al ristorante... Questo poi è un ri- 
storante per modo di dire. O asciutta o in brodo, o vitella al 
forno o carne ai ferri, il menù non cambia mai. Mi ci vorreb- 
be una donna se non altro per questo, perché mi facesse da 
mangiare. Lei cucina bene? 

— Dottore, non cominci a fare discorsi stupidi. 

— Perché? Che aveva capito? Vede, Angela, pardon, si- 
gnora: lei dice che sono malizioso io, invece è lei. Scopre 
un’intenzione riposta anche nei discorsi più innocenti. Del re- 
sto si potrebbe anche fare: lei mi prende a pensione... 

— Senta, dottore, se non smette di fare questi discorsi 
me ne vado. 

— Taccio. — Spiegò il tovagliolo e se lo mise al collo. 
Faceva rumore con la bocca, mangiando, e stava anche chino 
con la faccia sul piatto. « Per essere un professionista » pen- 
sava Angela « potrebbe avere un po’ più di educazione ». 

— Dottore! al telefono. 

— Mi scusi —- disse con tono cerimonioso. Andò, e tornò 
subito, e aveva un’aria contrariata. — Potevo avere il piacere 
di stare un po’ con lei — disse rimettendosi seduto — e inve- 
ce ho una chiamata urgente in campagna. Portami subito 
il secondo; quello che ti pare — gridò al cameriere. — Vede? 
Noi poveri condotti non abbiamo un momento di requie. Ac- 
cidenti a quando ho scelto questo mestiere. Aspetti: mi è ve- 
nuta un’idea: perché non mi accompagna? Poi, quando ho 
fatto la visita, la riconduco a Metato. | 

Angela disse di no, ma il dottore insistette: — Tanto 
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_ che ci fa, qui a Pomarance? Le tocca aspettare fino alle cin- 
_ que, e poi deve farsi a piedi tutti quei chilometri dal bivio a 
_ Metato... Con me, invece, alle tre è bell’e tornata a casa. 

Angela finì col vincere i suoi scrupoli: 

— E va bene: vengo; ma se mi promette... 

Il dottore non la lasciò finire: 

— Glielo prometto — disse mettendosi una mano sul pet- 
to. Il cameriere gli aveva portato una bistecca che non entra- 
va nel piatto, ed egli cominciò a tagliarne dei grandi pezzi 
ingurgitandoli in fretta. Angela non poté fare a meno di dir- 
glielo: 

— Le fa male mangiare così in fretta, dottore. 

— Sono le necessità della professione — rispose il dotto- 
re a bocca piena. — Bisogna abituarsi a mangiar in tre minu- 
ti. Pronti — disse scattando in piedi. Aveva le labbra unte 
e una traccia d’unto anche sul mento. 

Angela chiamò il cameriere, ma il dottore le impedì di 
pagare: 

— Il conto della signora, mettilo sul mio. 

Angela protestava; ma il dottore aveva già infilato la 
porta. La sua automobile era accostata al marciapiede. Ange- 
la, prima di salire, si guardò intorno, per paura che ci fosse 
qualcuno che la conoscesse. Ma la strada era deserta. 

— Mi raccomando di non correre tanto. 

— Stia tranquilla — rispose il dottore. —- Io ho sempre 
avuto la passione delle macchine — aggiunse poi. — Ne avrò 
cambiate cinquanta. Il periodo delle ferie, ’ho sempre passa- 
to a far viaggi in automobile. Parlo di prima della guerra, 
naturalmente. Svizzera, Austria, Francia, Germania, Belgio... 
Me ne son fatti, di chilometri. 

— Beato lei — sospirò Angela. 

— Piace anche a lei di viaggiare? 

— Mi piace, sì... Cioè, mi sarebbe piaciuto. — E il pensie- 
ro di come aveva sprecato la sua vita la rese improvvisamente 
triste. Guardava la campagna che aveva ormai un aspetto in- 
vernale: campi spogli, più in là un bosco color ruggine; poi 
la strada cominciò a salire tra balze argillose, del tutto prive 
di vegetazione. Ecco un casale con a fianco una pozza d’acqua 
per abbeverare le bestie; quindi un altro casale con a fianco 
una fila di cipressi stenti. — Eccoci arrivati — disse il dotto- 
re entrando con la macchina sull’aia. 
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Il rumore dell’auto aveva fatto affacciare qualcuno a una 
finestrella; e due bimbetti, un maschio e una femmina, si fe- 
cero sull’uscio. Il dottore, entrando, si chino ad accarezzarli. | 
Angela era rimasta nella macchina. Accese una sigaretta. Quel- . 
le poche parole del dottore avevano evocato una vita diversa 
da quella che lei era sempre stata costretta a vivere, una vita 
dove c’erano le vacanze e i viaggi all’estero... Sentì il bisogno 
di muoversi, e scese dalla macchina. 

I bimbetti erano ancora lì sulla porta, la bimba accocco- 
lata su uno scalino, il bimbo ritto, che si dondolava su un 
piede. Erano tutt'e due scalzi e sudici, e si capiva che passa- 
vano il tempo così, senza far niente, senza nemmeno gioca- 
re: diversi, anche in questo, dagli altri bambini. Angela lo 
aveva notato coi figli dei salariati, li a Metato. Ce n’erano 
un paio che stavano anche con Luigi, ma non ci giocavano: si 
limitavano a guardarlo giocare, e ogni tanto ridevano. « Que- 
sti poveri contadini » pensò Angela «non si godono niente 
della vita: neanche da bambini ». Guardò la bimba e le sorri- 
se, ma quella chinò vergognosa il viso; guardò il bimbo, sor- 
rise anche a lui, e quello rispose con una smorfia. Gli pareva 
di esser molto furbo a dondolarsi su una gamba. 

Tirava vento, e Angela tornò in macchina. Di lì a poco 
anche il dottore uscì, seguito da un uomo; restò un poco a par- 
lare con lui, facendo grandi gesti; e alla fine gli batté la ma- 
no su una spalla. 

— Mi dispiace di averla fatta aspettare — disse risalen- 
do in macchina. 

— Era un caso grave? 

— Un attacco di cuore. È una donna di più di settant’an- 
ni; credo che le rimangano poche ore prima di tirar le calze. 

— Perché voi dottori vi esprimete in questo modo? Sem- 
bra che ci proviate gusto, quando la gente muore. 

— È che dobbiamo far tacere i nostri sentimenti — rispo- 
se il dottore serio. — Nel nostro mestiere non c’è posto per 
la compassione. E così, volgiamo le cose in ischerzo. 

In dieci minuti furono di ritorno a Pomarance, e prose- 
guirono per Metato. Il dottore taceva. A un tratto, fermò bru- 
scamente la macchina. 

— Come mai ha fermato? 

Il dottore tirò fuori una sigaretta, l’accese, ma non ac- 
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cennò a rimettere in moto. Angela dal canto suo si preparò a 
respingere un probabile assalto. 

Ma il dottore si limitava a fumare rabbiosamente. La ce- 
nere gli cadde sul vestito, egli nemmeno ci fece caso. 


— Ma ci stia un po’ attento, dottore! — non poté tratte- 


nersi dal dirgli Angela. — Ha un vestito nuovo, ma se fa così, 
lo riduce vecchio in pochi giorni. 

Il dottore alzò le spalle: 

— Quando uno vive solo, diventa per forza trasandato. 
— Dopo un po’ le chiese: — Scusi se sono indiscreto: ma lei 
quanti anni ha? 

— Ventiquattro; venticinque a febbraio — rispose Angela. 

— Ci sono quindici anni di differenza tra me e lei — 


commentò il dottore. — Bé, mica tanti — aggiunse come se 


parlasse tra sé. 

Con una certa sorpresa, Angela lo vide rimettere in moto 
la macchina. In un momento furono a Metato. Il dottore la 
salutò senza nemmeno scendere. Fece marcia indietro, voltò 
e ripartì subito. Angela rimase a guardare la macchina che 
si allontanava, poi con un sospiro entrò in casa, dove la ria- 
spettava la solita vita. 


VI 


Due giorni dopo il dottore tornò a Metato a chiederle di 
accompagnarlo a fare una visita. E Angela, dato che aveva 
accettato una volta, non vide una ragione di rifiutare l’invito. 
Si limitò a dirgli che, per favore, non passasse da Pomarance: 
le sarebbe seccato se l’avesse vista qualcuno. 


A un certo punto il dottore le passò un braccio intorno 


alle spalle. 

— Dottore, mi faccia il piacere, levi questo braccio. 

— Le dà noia? 

— Senta, dottore, prima di tutto non mi piace che guidi 
con una mano sola; e poi... non voglio che si prenda certe 
confidenze. 

Ma il dottore non levò il braccio; anzi con la mano le 
strinse l’omero. Non la guardava, ma aveva un sorriso a fior 
di labbra come se volesse dire: « Perché tante storie? Tanto, 
prima o poi, dovrà succedere ». 
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Fu piú che altro quel sorriso a irritare molto Angela 
che disse: 

— Senta, dottore, so che lei ha un gran successo con le. 
contadine... Almeno, così dicono. Ma se crede di poter fare 
lo stesso anche con me, si sbaglia. 

Il dottore ci rimase male; si affrettò a levare il braccio; | 
ma intanto erano arrivati in vista della conca di Larderello. | 
Egli fermò la macchina e disse: 

— Guardi che spettacolo. Non li aveva mai visti, i sof- 
fioni? 

— Da lontano — rispose Angela. Facevano impressione, 
tutti quegli impetuosi getti di vapore, e il rumore, che però 
non era molto forte, perché, come si affrettò a spiegarle il dot- 


tore, il vento soffiava in senso contrario. — Ma se andiamo 
laggiù, c'è da rimanere assordati. 
— E quei tubi, che cosa sono? — domandò Angela. 


— Quei tubi, servono appunto a incanalare il vapore. 
Vede: quella è la centrale elettrica, e quello è lo stabilimen- 
to per la fabbricazione del borace. — Si dilungò in spiega» 
zioni, come se temesse l’imbarazzo di un nuovo silenzio. 

— Bé, e dove deve fare questa visita? — disse Angela 
alla fine. 

— Oh, la visita... posso farne anche a meno. Desideravo far- 
le vedere Larderello, ecco tutto. 

— E io la ringrazio e la prego di ricondurmi a casa. 

— Ci fumiamo una sigaretta, prima? — Angela accettò la 
sigaretta, e il dottore disse, tutto contento: — Così, abbiamo 
fatto la pace. 

Dopo quella gita, ce ne furono altre; Angela non si dava 
molto pensiero di quello che avrebbe potuto dire la gente. 
Del resto, per lo meno lì a Metato, nessuno si occupava dei 
fatti suoi; il conte non c’era, il fattore non si vedeva mai, e 
quanto alla fattoressa, si animava solo quando aveva da ba- 
dare alla piccolina, ed era contenta che Angela gliela affidas- 
se sempre più di frequente. 

Una domenica pomeriggio fecero una gita alla Rocca. 
Angela quella volta si era portata dietro Luigi. Con la macchi- 
na arrivarono fino a una casa di contadini, e poi per un sen- 
tiero salirono alla Rocca. Questa era un semplice torrione mez- 
zo diruto e fittamente avviluppato dall’edera. Il panorama 
però era molto ampio; la vista era chiusa una prima volta da 
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una serie di alture, che erano poi le colline del Chianti; al 
di là, come sospese sul vuoto, c'erano le cime degli Appennini. 
Sedettero sull’erba. | 


— Mi piacciono molto i bambini — disse il dottore indi- 
cando Luigi che si era messo a giocare. — Forse perché non 
li potrei avere. Per una stupidaggine di gioventù — aggiunse 


subito dopo. Non aveva neanche nipoti, perché la sorella 
non si era sposata. La sorella viveva sempre nella loro casa 
di San Giuliano Terme, vicino a Pisa; non aveva mai voluto 
saperne, di seguirlo in condotta. 

Anche Angela si sentì spinta alle confidenze. Disse che il 
solo periodo della vita che ricordava con piacere era quello 
di Poggibonsi, dove aveva vissuto da bambina. — E sa un altro 
periodo che ricordo con piacere? L’anno scorso, qui a Metato. 
Pare impossibile, ero incinta, stavo in quella specie di stalla... 

— Come io mi ricordo volentieri del tempo di guerra — 
disse il dottore, e le fece i racconti di quando si trovava in 
Albania e nel Montenegro. 

Ridiscesero dal contadino e fecero una merenda con pro- 
sciutto, salame e vino. La contadina aveva creduto che fosse 
la moglie del dottore, e loro fecero finta di nulla. 


VII 


Erano passati tre mesi. Un pomeriggio di domenica Ange- 
la era sola in casa. Si era messa a leggere ma, figuriamoci, un 
suo vecchio libro di scuola; dopo un po’ era già annoiata. 
Andò allo specchio e si esaminò per bene il viso. Poi i capelli. 
Aveva i capelli radi, fin da quando era bimba; e negli ultimi 
tempi gliene rimanevano sempre di più tra i denti del petti- 
ne. « Bisognerà che mi faccia delle frizioni col limone ». 

Si decise a uscire. Andò su per la strada, pensando che 
Irma fosse andata da quella parte; ma una donna le disse che 
non l’aveva vista. Allora tornò indietro; si spinse fino al mar- 
gine del bosco, chiamò: « Irma! ». Non ebbe risposta. 

Forse aveva portato Luigi dalla fattoressa. Senza affret- 
tarsi, si avviò da quella parte. Per la stradetta c’era la solita 
animazione domenicale, donne sugli scalini delle porte a filare 
la lana, uomini seduti senza far nulla o in piedi appoggiati 
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al muro oppure che passeggiavano in su e in giü. Sul prati- 
cello davanti alla fattoria c’erano Irma, Luigi, la carrozzina 
e la fattoressa, che si era portata fuori una sedia e se ne sta- 
va li con le mani sul ventre. 

— Irma, vai a prendere una sedia alla signora maestra. 

Irma corse in casa e tornò con la sedia, e Angela si mise 
accanto alla fattoressa. Scambiarono poche parole, poi ciascu- 
na si rimise a pensare ai fatti suoi. 

Angela guardava oltre il muro della villa le cime dei ce- 
dri e dei lecci; e, sopra quelle, il cielo chiaro. La villa non 
si vedeva, perché restava più in basso. Angela c’era stata una 
volta soltanto. Sarebbe stato bello abitare in una villa così. 
No, non era precisamente questo il pensiero che le ispirava 
la vista delle cime degli alberi al di là del muro e del cielo 
chiaro sopra di esse. Era un altro pensiero. Era il pensiero che 
le cose belle, quelle a cui veramente aspira la nostra anima... 
sono al di là di qualcosa, c'è sempre un muro tra loro e noi. 

Distolse lo sguardo. Gli uomini continuavano ad andare 
su e giù per la stradetta. « Ma non hanno nulla di meglio 
da fare? Perché sprecano così il solo giorno di libertà? Pos- 
sibile che la vita di questi uomini debba consumarsi così, la 
fatica nei giorni di lavoro e, la domenica, camminare su e giù 
per una strada? Possibile che si rassegnino a una vita così? » 
E subito dopo pensò: « Ma la mia, forse, è diversa? Forse che 
io sono libera di andarmene, di fuggire, di vivere in un altro 
luogo, di fare un’altra cosa? ». 

No, nemmeno la sua vita era diversa. Anche lei aveva il 
suo cammino tracciato... non poteva più prendere un’altra 
strada. Far la maestra di campagna, allevare i figli; per di più 
col marito lontano, perché chissà quando mai avrebbero po- 
tuto ricongiungersi. Questo era quanto l’aspettava nel futuro. 

E invece quegli alberi, quel cielo chiamavano a una vita 
diversa. E il fischio del treno che si sentiva anche lassù quan- 
do era vento di tramontana invitava a lasciar tutto, a partire... 
Anche lassù, in quel borgo sperduto, arrivavano gli echi di 
una vita diversa, di una vita tumultuosa, piena di imprevisto 
e di avventura. 

Per fortuna in fondo alla stradetta era comparsa la mac- 


china di Aldo. 


526 


| 
| 


ì 


al AS A A A RE” „ze 


ANGELA 


VIII 


| Un sabato pomeriggio Angela era ferma sul marciapiede 


della stazione di Saline. C’era una discreta folla, pronta a par- 


‘ tire nelle due opposte direzioni. 

— Buonasera, signora; si ricorda di me? — Angela guar- 
dava quel giovanotto, le sembrava una faccia conosciuta, però 
non arrivava a ricordare... — Sono il maestro Tronci. 

— Ah, sì! Mi ricordo benissimo. Lei quel giorno fu tan- 
to gentile da accompagnarmi... 

— E questa è mia moglie — disse il giovanotto spingendo 
avanti una ragazza piccola di statura, in stato di avanzata gra- 
vidanza. 

— Ah! rallegramenti — fece Angela ricordando che, a 
quell’epoca, il giovanotto era soltanto fidanzato. 

— Viene anche lei a Volterra? 

— No... io vado a San Vincenzo. 

— Ma è sempre a Metato, vero? 

— Sì, anche quest’anno... sono stata a Metato. 

— Io sono sempre a Saline. Ma lei, si figuri — indicò la 
moglie — le avevano dato il posto alla Sterza, nel comune di 
Laiatico; sicché, ha dovuto rifiutare. 

Intervenne la moglie: 

— Fanno tante ingiustizie, sa, signora; è proprio una ver- 
gogna. Prima di tutto, dico io, dovrebbero tenere in conside- 
razione le situazioni delle famiglie. Come possono pretendere 
che il marito stia in un comune e la moglie in un altro? Inve- 
ce di accomodare, sembra che lo facciano apposta a sfare le 
famiglie. 

— Già — rispose Angela. Le famiglie si sfacevano anche 
per questo, perché il marito veniva sbattuto a destra, la mo- 
glie a sinistra... Se lei non avesse avuto necessità di separarsi 
dal marito, la loro unione non sarebbe finita com’era finita. 

E il giovanotto, come se le avesse letto nel pensiero: 

— A me è sempre rimasto impresso di quella volta che 
la incontrai che andava a Metato. Ma come? Una donna con 
un bambino, per di più incinta, doversi fare tutti quei chi- 
lometri a piedi... 

— Per fortuna ci fu lei ad aiutarmi. 

— Ma le pare? Aiuto, potei dargliene poco. Ma dico io, 
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riguardo, su alla direñone didattica. 
_ — È tutta quella strega della direttrice — peas > la 
noglie; ma il treno per Volterra era stato portato sul bin rio 
partenza, e dovettero andare. 

In attesa che fosse pronto anche il suo treno, Angela p 
eggiò in su e in giù per il marciapiede. Come sarebbe sta 
la sua vita a San Vincenzo? Aldo le scriveva che era una 

SET molto migliore di Pomarance; d'estate, poi, coi vil 


rrovia, e questo sarebbe stato un vantaggio per lei, costati a 
resse inteso riprendere gli studi. È 

Ma Angela non si spingeva tanto lontano col pensiero. 
| Pensava alla prossima estate: le sorrideva l’idea che avrebbe 
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A MIO PADRE 


| Padre, abbiamo lo stesso suono — | 
nel nome e lo stesso dolore / 


d’esserci separati 
all’improvviso, con tante 
parole ancora da dire, 


5 ma quando l’estate cancella 

È anche le ombre dai sassi 

= ed i rumori si stagliano È 
È nitidi per le strade, AR 
= .o quando Vinverno affonda oan 
4 il cielo grigio tra i monti, 


(tu che sei morto ed io ancora 
che vivo) la stessa profonda 
pena di non capire 

il senso che han la tua morte 
e la mia vita e l’eguale 

| volgere delle stagioni 

4 ci unisce ancora. 


3 | FRAMMENTO 


La conchiglia che resta sullo scoglio 
al ritrarsi dell’onda e non sa ancora 
perché il sole la morde e lentamente 
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la vita Pabbandona (poca cosa 

5 che confidava mite alla marea 
y la sua chiusa esistenza) rassomiglia 
alla nostra fortuna: quello stesso 
racchiuso incanto che ci avvolge — il suono 
delle voci, la musica che i canti 
degli uccelli disperde al cielo — sfugge 
per sempre... 


TU CHE CAMMINI... 


Tu che cammini nell aria dorata 
d'un mattino d ottobre e queste case 
illuminate sul torrente vedi 

come sono indifese (d’improvviso 

— non nel ricordo, ma all’attimo lieto 
che le illumina il sole — hanno una voce 
pacata, quella stessa 

degli sguardi indifesi che sorprendi 
lungo la strada), non stancarti ancora 
di cercare quell’ombra silenziosa 

che dà il senso alla vita: la intravedi 

oggi nell’aria tersa, oggi che i fiori 
d'autunno, brevi voli liberati 

da un’attesa di morte, han come il volto È 
struggente d’un amico. 


SE UNA NUBE IMPROVVISA... ‘À 


Se una nube improvvisa oggi attraversa D | 

il tuo breve orizzonte, non pensare 

che si oscurino i monti (la tua goccia 
tremante di dolore non è cosa 

che si possa dividere), ma porta 

ancora, come porta la sconfitta 
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il soldato che torna, questo amaro 
segreto. Forse intorno 

ti saranno gli amici; forse. O solo 
tu sei tra questa gente 

serena, che non vede 

in te che un suo crudele 

ritratto. 
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Una nuvola antica si & affacciata a un crinale, 
la spinge un vento che non é di qui, 

ma che si vede, la, radere arbusti ed erbe 

nel triste abbrividire del tramonto; 

appare di uno stanco colorito aranciato 

e si sfila nei margini, cenciosa, 

lasciando lembi squallidi grigiastri per i gioghi... 
Si è affacciata di là, dal versante ora muto, 
dalla parte di dove giungevano notizie 

attese, liete o tristi, da terre di emigranti; 

ora essa è la notizia ultima a giungere, 
illeggibile ormai, se qui non resta 

altro che attesa inerte e cieca solitudine... 


Anch'io mi affaccio, ignorato ed inquieto, 
vento o nuvola, qui, sulla « Vallaccia » 
(è il nome che le ho dato per triste confidenza), 
a quest'ora che il cuore, se vaga, invade il brivido 
che là squassa le erbe sul crinale deserto. 

Ora non vedo più, laggiù nel folto 

di alberi che in altra luce vidi 

calmi agitarsi, lieti di fruscii, 

il torrente che romba di una piena improvvisa, 
che il cuore ravvisa nel rapido sgomento 

calato a stringerlo, mentre il giorno dispera 

e cade in agonia che qui nessuno assiste... 
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Questo, della corrente cresciuta nella sera, 
non è già forse un discorso di morti, 
estranei, inquieti, che non lascian requie 

a chi ne sfiori il soffio, e si dia pena 

di preci, di pietà affannata e vana? 

Poche creature sai viver nel fondo 

che il torrente flagella... par che chiamino, 
di laggiù, par che gridino a soccorso... 

Un lume è balenato fra quel folto, 
tralucendovi un attimo, qualcuno 

ha attraversato da una casa all’altra, 

forse, ma ora tutto è già nell’ombra, 

per sempre, di una notte interminabile... 


Non badare, ricòrdati, laggiù 

ci dev'essere ancora il volto roseo 

fresco infantile vergine, tranquillo 

di luce calma su di lui posata, 

che, stamane, passando, hai visto emergere 
dallo scuro dei muri di quel borgo, 

che serrano il viandante all’improvviso, 

e cani diffidenti lo fiutano e non ringhiano... 
C’è il volto roseo, che illuminerà 

la notte interminabile... Sarà il lume trascorso 
poco fa nell’intrico di quell’ombra! 

Senti, sorride forse della piena, 

in una veglia intatta nel suo cerchio raccolto. 
Fuggi tu, dunque, viandante angosciato, — 
non temere per gli sperduti ignari, 

la piena è forse un rombo delle tue 

arterie allarmate; il volto roseo, 

domani, sta sicuro, sarà il nuovo mattino 


che splende intatto e ride anche agli increduli. 


I 


Al Cavone, sotto lo Scaffaiolo, 
alla Capanna, m’invitano a entrare; 
due piccole bandiere, di sul tetto, 
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resistono ad un vortice di vento 

che inaugura il giorno nellaltezza; 

sì agitano impazzite, ma intanto 

rallegrano la grezza costruzione, 

danno un colore giovane alla vecchia montagna. 
Dentro, al denso riparo, c'è daffare di donne 
di forti dentature balenanti nell'ombra 

in candori abbaglianti confusi a forti aromi; 

la guardia di finanza fraternizza 

con i suoi controllati, alza un bicchiere 

sopra un tranquillizzante accertamento, 

i saluti son gravi, se li scambiano 

con sguardi lenti e memori da persona a persona; 
sono tutti coscienti che qui, solo, è montagna, 
qui solo è orgoglio e nobiltà di altezza, 

qui dentro il breve spazio a cui si estende 

il piccolo reame d’ Appennino... 

Forse quassù qualcuno ancora crede 

a una favola intatta di distanze, 

alle notti profonde come grembi 

inesplorati, alle nevi, ai pericoli 

dei camion che faticano un’ascesa 

fra coraggio e prodezza di autisti consapevoli; 
di cui qualcuno, in mezzo alla tormenta, 

non riuscendo a raggiungere il valico agognato, 
uomo e ardito com’era, scoppiò a piangere, 
secondo uno racconta fra sguardi inebetiti 

di montanari smemorati e assorti... 


Nel pomeriggio si raccoglie un’afa 

che livella le cime e delude gli slanci 

di ingenui escursionisti; sopra, il monte 
non finge più infinito, si sorride 

come a superstizione se qualcuno 

nomina i sovrastanti innocui « Salti del Diavolo »... 
Gli autisti della SITA riprendono la corsa 
del ritorno, raccolgono il fastidio 

della piatta discesa, sorridono 

ancora, stanchi e giovani, a chi sale, 

bonarii ci proteggono, s’informano 
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fin dove tu sia giunto nel frattempo; 

essi che mai non salgono come chi più non creda 
che ne valga la pena, e che la favola 

antica d Appennino piü non tenta... 

E la divisa che li fa pazienti 

ai cauti orari, quando i nervi giovani 
cederebbero ‘almeno all’avventura 

modesta e lecita di accelerar le marce, 

ma sorridono, invece, saggi e pü 

nei sai professionali, tengon conto 

scrupoloso di corse e di incassi. 

E tu, che pur del tutto non hai perso 

la fede in questi luoghi, e ancora ti agiti 

un poco sul sedile per non perdere, 

dietro l’ultima svolta, la vista ultima 

dei coni solitari che nascondono 

lo Scaffaiolo, o il profilo curioso 

di monte Spigolino, oppure, altrove, 

il balzare improvviso orgoglioso dell Uccelliera; 
tu pure ti distrai coi gesti degli autisti, 
dimentichi Appennino, pensi già alla pianura... 


II 


Invano gli autocarri perdono il fiato 

per le tue rampe, più non ti si crede, 

da quest’eta di tedio e d’impazienza, 

di quel che non si creda al fanciullo che un giuoco 
fittizio ha affranto; invano, antichi uomini, 

vi sorprendo alle svolte ardue di queste strade 
smunti e sgomenti a non so che pericolo, 

oppure ancora stupiti della forza raccolta dei motori, 
come potevan stupirsene mezzo secolo fa... 
Svegliano le corriere con i clacson le valli restie, 

i montanari discutono di grosse novità, 

uno, in mezzo a racconti di emigrazione, ha ingoiato, 
per scommessa, una serpe nel migliore bar del paese, 
fra risate eccessive e bestemmie che irridono 
linnocenza dei boschi e chi ancora ci creda... 
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E Fiammineta, che tu avevi in mente — 
con quel suono di favola, e credevi 
invisibile forse nel cuore d’Appennino, 
e gli abitanti (specie di eletti) ci vivessero 
al riparo del nome che sembra che vacilli, 
a ridirlo, a distanza, come un lume 
sperduto in una costa, molto in alto, 
che fronde mosse alternamente accendano 
e spengano, alla vista di uno, o di nessuno; 
| Fiammineta è soltanto poche case spettrali, 
e non intime al monte ma scoperte su un fianco 
diradato di bosco ed ora inabitato, 
secondo dicono e secondo appare 
da una loro tristezza che non sfugge 
a chi le aveva pensate raccolte 
intorno a grandi fuochi, e solo visitate 
dalle stagioni, da rari transiti di viandanti, 
da saluti, messaggi lontani, o dal daffare 
improvviso di qualche colorita festività... 


Figure intatte, come rugiadose 
di una vita segreta, escono a volte 

dalle soglie dei grigi casolari 

o, per le tue alte strade, il loro passo 
è ardito incontro a non so quale meta, 
se qui le sorti presto si rifugiano i 
negli abituri, fra ombre precoci, - 
| e si chiudono ormai senza speranza = 
forse ad attendere frane improvvise... = 


IV È 


Qualche vaga notizia dei tuoi monti, 

la loro vita solitaria e povera 

di decaduti, di dimenticati... 

Mai Dov'è più il tempo innocente di loro signoria, 
di chi saliva ad essi, inorgogliendosi? 
L’Uccelliera, il Cielvivo, il Toccacielo, 

la Donna Morta, la Nuda, lOrsigna, 
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in cadenza di marcia St 
l’attesa dei due mari da scoprire 
dalla vetta raggiunta, dal crinale... 
Ma sì, ancora qualcuno vi ascende, 
qualcuno sembra muoversi lieve per quegli alti pascoli, i n 
una figura trascorre, visibile, sul Corno... 


Un'ora s’immalinconisce incerta 28 
nel pomeriggio deluso; chi scende, : 
a fine di stagione, si volge, dalle corriere, 

e guarda, rimpiangendo, ma spesso Lente) 
| come commiserando chi rimane 

.  nell'affanno di uccidere una noia... 


Ma qualche rombo d'autunno, covato nel tuo grembo, 
giunge fino a quaggiù, con i baleni 
di battaglie atmosferiche che ti ridanno vita, 
e rompe, qui, una calma infastidita 
. di afe non risolte gravanti di lontano; uo 
a viene, per un momento, a influenzare il gesto 
di chi si volge curioso, per un attimo, 
A nella sera specchiante di umidita e di lampi, 
di veder da che parte venga mai quel maltempo... 
Allora tu ritorni, Appennino, agli onori 
delle cronache, con le violenze 
improvvise e grandiose delle piene, 
- mentre i tuoi temporali, gravidi di libeccio, 
risalgono le valli con minacce sospese 
di grosse retroguardie, lenti eserciti 
A che tu ancora susciti da un antico tempo guerriero... 


N (1951-1957) RE 
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BIO-BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTES 


on authors appearing for the first 


time in Botteghe Oscure 


KATHLEEN ABBOTT (1906, Wolverton, Buckinghamshire, England) 
attended St. Hugh’s College, Oxford; has travelled widely, especially in 
Italy, France, and Greece. Her first work, a volume of short stories, 
was published in 1950. 


GIAN CARLO ARTONI (1923, Parma, Italy) practices Law in Parma 
where he is an editor of the review, Palatina. He has published three 
volumes of poetry: Pianura, 1941; Poesie, 1949; La Villa e altre poesie, 
1956. His work has been represented in several recent anthologies such 
as Falqui’s La Giovane Poesia, or Chiara and Erba’s Quarta Generazione 
as well as in Fiera letieraria, Paragone, etc. 


SAUL BELLOW (1915, Lachine Rapids, Canada) grew up in Chicago. 
His education «was greatly retarded by two universities, Northwestern 
and Chicago, but it was greatly advanced by France, and, especially, Italy, 
after the War.» Mr. Bellow, who lives and writes in a small Hudson River 
community, is author of four books — which include The Dangling Man 
and The Adventures of Augie March — and a recent much-remarked long 
story, Sieze the Day. 


LOTTE BULLOCK (1918, Berlin) was schooled in Germany before 
emigrating to England as a refugée from Nazi persecution. She received 
the London University Diploma of Sociology and has done social work 
of various kinds, especially with children. Mrs. Bullock, who paints for 
a hobby, wrote a considerable amount in German before turning to 
English. The story Crumpled Sheets, is her first published work. 


ANTHONY BURTON (1939, London, England) spent a year at the 
British School in Rome, is now at Oxford. These are his first published 


poems. 


CLANCY CARLILE (1930, Durant, Oklahoma, U.S.A.) grew up 
in various parts of the South, has lived in California since his release 
from the Army in 1953. At present he studies at San Francisco State 
College, and works at writing. His first work appeared in New Campus 


539 


- 


Writing II. His first novel, Me and Dingy, will appear soon from È 


Alfred Knopf. 


D. J. ENRIGHT (1920, Leamington, Warwickshire, England) was 
educated at Cambridge, taught English Literature in Egypt for three 
years and in Japan for three years. His volumes of poetry includes 
The Laughing Hyena, 1953, and Bread Rather Than Blossoms, 1956; he 
has published two novels: Academic Year, 1955, and Heaven Knows 
Where, 1957. 


HANS MAGNUS ENZENSBERGER (1929, Bayerischen Allgäu) lives 
in Stranda, Norway. He is the author of a number of essays, and of 
lyric poems; his first book, Verteidigung der Wölfe, appeared in Frank- 
furt in 1957. 


DONALD FINKEL (1929, New York City) received a Masters degree 
from Columbia University, afterwards washed dishes, carved picture 
frames, and taught literature in his wanderings, which include extended 
stays in Mexico. Now studying and writing at the University of Iowa, 
he has contributed poems to Hudson Review, The London Magazine, 
and others. 


LEWIS GEORGE FTYARAS (1932, London, England, of Greek pa- 
rentage) spent his childhood in Australia, returned in 1947 to live in 
England. He is, at present, living and writing in Greece. 


COLM GARTLAN (1932, Dublin, Ireland) was schooled at St. Mary’s, 
Dundalk, spent a year in London, and now is travelling on the continent. 
This is his first published work. 


GUNTER GRASS (1927, Danzig) lives in Paris, has published a vo- 
lume of poetry, Die Vorzüge der Windhiihner (Berlin, 1956) and in the 
period 1956-1958 has writtin theatrical works: Hochwasser, Die bösen 
Köche, Zweiunddreissig Zähne, Noch zehn Minuten bis Buffalo. Der 
Kuckuck published here is the second part of a longer play, Onkel, Onkel. 


JOHN HAISLIP (1925, Lancaster, Pennsylvania) was schooled at Johns 


Hopkins and the University of Washington, went to sea for three years 


during the war, and now lives in Seattle, studying for a doctorate. His 
poems have appeared in The Paris Review. 


PETER HANKE (1929, Beirut, Syria, of American parentage) grew 
up in Massachusetts and Maryland. He attended Oberlin College, Harvard 
College, and Harvard Law School. After four years service in the U.S. 
Navy, and travels in Europe, he has settled in Cambridge, Massachusetts 


to work at writing. His story here is this first published. 


GEORG HEYM (1887; Hirschberg; | 1912) wrote the poem Der 
Tod des Schauspielers in Autumn, 1910. It is published here, for the 
first time, by friendly permission of the State and Universities Library 
of Hamburg. A Complete Edition of the poems of Georg Heym will 
appear soon from the Verlag Heinrich Ellermann of Munich. 
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_ WALTER HÖLLERER (1922, Sulzbach-Rosenberg, Bayerische Ober- 
| pfalz) is instructor at the University of Frankfurt-on-Main. He is co-editor 
of Akzente, a review of verse; and author of a book of verse, Der andere 
Gast (Munich, 1952). 


PIERRE-ALBERT JOURDAN (1924, Paris) lives in Paris but spends 
î much time in Provence. He is currently preparing a book of poems, 
_ from which come the ones appearing here, his first-published. 


4 MARY KENNEDY (19--, Claxton, Georgia, U.S.A.) grew up in 

Jacksonville, Florida, attended Radcliffe and Columbia. Miss Kennedy 
has appeared as leading woman in a long series of plays on Broadway, 
has written five plays produced in America and England: among them 
was One Day of Spring, with music by Samuel Barber. Her poetry has 
appeared in Saturday Review, Harper’s Bazaar etc. and she has received 
the William Rose Benet Award and other prizes. 


GIANLUIGI MARCHETTI (1931, Imola, Romagna) has lived in 
Rome since 1955, where he has completed studies in foreign languages 
and literatures. Archivist of the Fondazione Camillo Caetani, he publishes 
his first poems in this number. 


JOHN FREDERICK NIMS (1913, Muskegon, Michigan, U.S.A.) studi- 
ed at Universities of Notre Dame and of Chicago. He was on the editorial 
staff of Poetry for several years, went to Italy on a Fulbright Lectureship 
i. in 1952 and 1953. Has traveled much in Spain and Greece, has contri- 
| buted to The Sewanee Review, The Kenyon Review, and many others. 
| His. translation of Euripides’ Andromache has just appeared; later this 
year the Grove Press will publish his English version of St. John of 
the Cross. 


SHAY OAG (Sarah Gray Delany, 1922, Dalry, Ayrshire, Scotland) 
was schooled in Glasgow, danced for a while in the Kurt Jooss Ballet 
Company, served in Women’s Land Army during the war, went to Canada 
as a journalist in 1947, returned in 1950 to become a repertory actress. 
She lives now in Spain. Her poems here are her first-published work. 


GREGOR VON REZZORI (1914, Bukowina) is a resident of Hamburg. 
His published works include: Maghrebinische Geschichten, 1953; Ödipus 
siegt bei Stalingrad, 1954; and Die Mánnerfibel, 1955. 


NELLY SACHS (1891, Berlin, Germany) lives in Stockholm. Her 
principal works are included in In den Wohnungen des Todes (Berlin, 
1947), Sternverdeunkelung (Frankfurt, 1949), Und Niemand weiss weiter 
(Munich, 1957). Miss Sachs has translated a large number of Swedish 
lyrics into German and is the author of Abram in Salz and Nachtwache, 
dramatic pieces. 


RUTH SLONIM (1918, Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A.) was educated at the 
University of Minnesota. She taught at University of Puerto Rico in 
1946-47 and was an observer-member of the U.S. delegation to the sixth 
conference of UNESCO. Her travels have included extensive visits to 
the West Indies, Canada, and Europe. Currently a professor at the State 
College of Washington, Miss Slonim’s recent publications include London, 
a volume of verse, and a critical essay, Walt Whitman’s Open Road. 
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 ery has appeared in The Atlantic Monthly, The New Yorker, and others. 


sa 


RUTH STEPHAN (19--, Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A.) and her hus- 


band, the painter John Stephan, founded and edited The Tigers Eye 
in New York just after the war. Mrs. Stephan has devoted much time. 
in recent years to researches into the life of Queen Christina of Sweden. 


Her discoveries in the archives of Sweden, France, and Italy have clarified 
many debated points of 17th century history, and are incorporated in 


her fictional two-volume autobiography of that monarch. Her interest 
in the verbal tradition of the South American Indians led to The Singing « 


Mountaineers, songs and tales of the Quechas edited and translated by 
Mrs. Stephan, just issued from the University of Texas Press. 


GILLIAN STONEHAM (1932, Oxford, England) has travelled in 
France and Austria, has contributed poems to many English periodicals. 
Her work has appeared in New Poems, 1954, and has been broadcast on 
the B.B.C. 


GIUSEPPE TOMASI, PRINCE OF LAMPEDUSA, DUKE OF PALMA 
(1896, Palermo, Sicily, + Rome, 1957) was profoundly interested in cultural 
and linguistic matters, and devoted himself to systematic studies in history 
and literature, dividing his life between his native city and extended 
journeys in foreign countries. After active duty in the two World Wars, 
he became president of the Red Cross in Sicily. He left a number of 
historical and critical studies, some stories, and a completed novel, 11 
gattopardo, none of which was published during his lifetime. The first 
chapter of the novel appears here: the protagonist of the long., developed 
work is Prince Giulio di Lampedusa, astronomer and scientist, who died 
in 1885, the great-grandfather of the author. The villa where the action 
nos es is drawn from life; the political atmosphere of 1860 faithfully 

epicted. 


CONSTANTINE TRYPANIS (1909, Island of Chios, Greece) was 
educated at the Universities of Athens, Berlin, and Munich, studying Law 
and Classical Literature. Professor of Mediaeval and Modern Greek at 
Oxford, he has published books on Alexandrian Poetry, 1943; Mediaeval 
and Modern Greek Poetry, 1951; an edition of the poet Callimachus in 
1957; and has contributed many essays and studies to periodicals. 


Omitted from BOTTEGHE OSCURE XX: 


WILLIAM STAFFORD (1914, Kansas, U.S.A.) studied at University 
of Iowa, has taught English in Oregon. California, and Indiana. His po- 
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Two books of permanent interest 


FRENE SIPARSSPOFTRE 


These studies reveal the impact made on a group of lively 
French minds by the poetry of René Char. « 1 consider René 
Char to be our greatest living poet... » says Albert Camus, and 
goes on to point out why he thinks so. Georges Mounin fixes 
his attention on a single poem. The sensitive and fastidious 
novelist-critic Maurice Blanchot writes two contemplative 
essays which provoke the reader not only to seek out Char, 
but also to reflect on the French attitudes toward poetry. 
Gaétan Picon, René Ménard, Gabriel Bounoure — all contri- 
bute individual and illuminating commentaries, while a Med- 
itation by James Wright discloses what Char’s poetry has 
meant to a young American who is one of his translators (and 
Yale Younger Poet for 1956). For all readers of Char — 
whether in the French originals or in the recent volume of 
translations from Random House — these studies should 
prove valuble and engrossing guides, as well as delightful 
reading. In ENGLISH, Paper-bound, $ 1.50 or equivalent. 


THE NEW ITALIAN WRITERS 


| EDITED BY MARGUERITE CAETANI; SELECTED FROM THE 

| EARLY NUMBERS OF THE REVIEW BOTTEGHE OSCURE. 
Here are 477 pages of poetry and prose by the most interest- 
ing Italian writers to emerge since the war, beautifully trans- 
lated into English by a group of young American and English 
writers. There are poems from Giorgio Caproni, Franco For- 
tini, Alfonso Gatto, Antonio Rinaldi, Roberto Roversi and 
others. There is Mario Soldati’s famous short novel, The 
Window, Giorgio Bassani’s grave and touching Love Story, 
Vasco Pratolini’s sharp and humorous Girls of Sanfrediano, 
Giuseppe Dessi’s subtle Angel Island. Tommaso Landolfi 
contributes a terrifying story in science-fiction vein, Cancro- 
regina; Joyce Lussu is represented by two short stories. The 
anthology closes with a highly individual short novel which 
has been widely acclaimed as a work of first importance, 
perfect in its form, and unforgettable in its import: The House 
is Moving by Guglielmo Petroni. In EncLISH. Bound in hard 
covers, with jacket by Afro. $3.50 or equivalent. 


Payment by check, or international bank draft; please do not 
send cash or postal money orders. 
From your bookseller, or from the offices of the Review. 


BOTTEGHE-OSCURE 


1 ET Ant 

ve S F 4 EA 
A complete set of the first ten years of Botteghe Oscure ©: 1 
an encyclopaedia of living literature, a cross-section of mid-cen 
writing, «a Whispering Gallery of modern Europe and America », as we 
as a highly valuble series of first editions, and endless reading pleasure. 
Available from Hamish Hamilton, Ltd. 90 Great Russell Street, London 
| W.C. 1, England or The Noonday Press, 80 East 11th Street, New York 3, 
New York, U.S.A. or from the offices of the Review. 


SALE AND SUBSCRIPTIONS 


Botteghe Oscure appears twice a year, in Spring and Autumn, at the 
following prices: 


i U.S.A. Great Britain France Italy | 
FER Single issue: $ 2.50 15/ 750 fr. 1500 lire 
+08 «Annual subser.: $ 4.50 28/ 1200 fr. 2800 lire 


Lana STI em 


Subscriptions should be forwarded to the agents for the respective 
countries. In the case of readers living in remote places, or who have no 
access to bookshops, the Review will gladly arrange that subscriptions or — 
. individual copies be sent directly from Rome. 


ba MANUSCRIPTS 
“Ba 

‘SA Manuscripts should be sent to The Editor, via delle Botteghe Oscu- __ 
By re 32, Roma. They will be returned only if accompanied by a self- É 
de addressed envelope and requisite number of International Postal Reply $ 
Coupons, available in Post Offices in all countries of the Universal Postal 
” Union. no Nor send cash, stamps, checks, or money orders. 


Writers are requested to print name and address clearly on first page 

of every manuscript, and to number the pages. It is strongly urged that A 
name or initials of the writer appear on each page of poetry manuscript. — | 
It would be of great assistance if each writer could append to his manu- | 
script a brief biographical notice, giving the date, place, and country ‘| 
of birth; along with briefest facts on his education, travels, and publi- (| 
È 


cations. 
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AUSTRALIA Edgar C. Harris 


| 
431, Bourke Street, Melbourne, C.l. i 
SOUTH AFRICA Hardingham & Donaldson a ! 
Pallstate House, 51 Commissioner St., + 
Johannesburg - Ye 
SOUTH AMERICA, Départment Etranger Hachette 
BELGIUM, GREECE, 79 Boulevard Saint-Germain, Paris VI 


PORTUGAL, TURKEY 


n È 


FINITO DI STAMPARE NELL’APRILE MCMIVI | 
| NELLO STABILIMENTO DI TIVOLI DELL'ISTITUTO 
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GRAFICO TIBERINO (ROMA - VIA GAETA, 14) 


PRINTED IN ITALY 


Particolare di una raffineria del gruppo E.N.I. vista 
dal pittore Emilio Vedova. 

Detail of a refinery of the E.N.I. group as seen by 
the painter Emilio Vedova. 


